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DIGEST 

This rabbinical thesis eiamines the changing role of ritual mitzvot in the 

American Reform movement. It begins by putting the issue into the context of 

Judaism as a vhoJe. Reform's break from the traditional Jewish conception of a 

literal revelation allowed it to develop different theological interpretations of 

mitzvot, both ethical and ritual . 

The first chapter. "Theology and Theory" examines the ideas of major and/or 

influential American Reform theologians The analyis focuses on issues of 

revelation . authority. and God-concept. and bow they relate to. and influence. 

attitudes to mitzvab and halachab . The chapter includes discussion of the theologies 

of Isaac M. Wise. Kaufmann Kohler, Samuel S Cohon . Frederic Doppell and David 

Polish. Jakob ] Petucbowski. Alvin J Reines. W Gunther Plaut. the contributors of 

the theological essays included in Gates of Mitzvah. and Eugene Borowitz. 

Chapter Two. ''from Theory to Practice" begins with a history of the American 

Reform movement's attitude toward authority . The chapter next traces practical 

developments in the Reform movement with respect to issues of authority as well as 

the theologies presented in the first chapter It analyzes the three platforms 

established by the Central Conference of American Rabbis The Pittsburgh Platform 

of 188,, The Columbus Platform of 1937 and the Centenary Perspective of 1976 The 

various guides. both individual efforts by Reform rabbis and the collective products 

of the CCAR. are analyzed in like manner. as are the responsa literature and rabbi 's 

manuals. Examination of these documents establishes that the Reform movement 

bas become increasingly more traditional with respect to concepts of mitzvah and 

balachah 

The third chapter. "Psychological Interpretations," surveys the psychological 

theories of cognitive consistency and social influence to provide a social-
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psychological understanding of the developments noted in the movement. Jt is 

concluded that individual Reform Jews. and the movement as a whole. have 

consistenly shown evidence of being uncomfortable with inconsistency. Much of 

this discomfort is related to trying to reconcile being Jewish in a gentile world 

Because attitude theory states that changes in behavior may precipitate attitudinal 

changes. many practical and theological changes may be seen as means by which 

Reform Jews have strived lo achieve consistency . Eady Reform emphasized ethical 

mandates. modern Reform stressed ritual 

"final Remarks." the concluding chapter of this thesis. notes that contemporary 

Reform has found a middle ground with respect lo most issues connected with 

authority and with ritual and ethical mitzvot 
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INTRODUCTION 

Historical Ba&kgrouod 

Modern American Reform Judaism is a complei of personalities and institutions. It 

is the totaJity of three major components: the Central Conference of American Rabbis 

(the rabbinical branch), the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (the lay 

membership). and the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (the 

rabbinkal school). The history of Reform Juda.ism is linked with the political. social. 

and intellectual histories of the modern world from the eighteenth century to the 

present. 

Traditional Judaism has held the basic belief that the creator God established a special 

relationship wilb the Jews. God first redeemed Israel from slavery in Egypt and Lben 

established an eternal covenant with them at Mt. Sinai. God is therefore entitled to 

everlasting loyalty, which means strict adherence to the commandments delineated in 

the Written and Oral Lav. Within this system. Jews serve God by observance of 

commandments. A comprehensive system of 613 mitzvot developed by rabbinic 

authorities, Lbe t.aryae mitzvot. details the way in which most human behavior should be 

conducted. In this way. traditional Judaism has meant an all-ecompassing way of life 

This ancient religious system was irrevocably changed, however, with the first 

reforms of Judaism in Europe. The first practical reforms. occurring in Holland. were 

primarily concerned with the aesthetics of synagogue ·worship: services were 

shortened. some prayers and the sermon were spoken in the vernacular, decorum and 

instrumental music were introduced. Many of these first alterations were initiated by 

lay leaders rather tha.n rabbis. The first reforms left traditional Jewish theology 

unchallenged. 

Later. however, German rabbis and scholars became involved with reforming 

Judaism. and Judaism e:s:perienced its first theoretical changes. A revolution in thinking 



occurred with the establishment of the scientific study of Judaism. Die W issenschaft des 

]udentums. This movement a.rose in nineteenth-century Germany a.nd is especially 

associated with Abraham Geiger, a German rabbi. and Leopold Zunz, a German Jewish 

scholar, who conceived of a Judaism more congruent with contemporary philosophy 

and scientific .knowledge. For Abraham Geiger and others. the purpose of their 

endeavors was to "bring the Jews into harmony with the age and the countries in which 

they live by means of a development proceeding from within ." J These early Reformers 

were deeply attached to the religious tradition of Judaism. For eum.ple, Ma:1 Wiener 

stresses that Geiger 's concern with the Judaism of his time was at the root of bis wort 

a.nd philosophy: 

[Geiger] really believed he would be able to cure the ills of 
contemporary Judaism by a penetrating a.na.lysis of the sources of its 
spirit and of its evolution. More than any other proponent of the 
"Science of Judaism." Geiger was impelled by practical zea.l a.nd a 
driving desire to effect reforms. He listened to the voices of the 
ancient authorities because he was genuinely convinced that the 
heritage from the past should and could bear fruit in the present day. 
He believed in lhe genius of his people a.nd in its vocation to lead 
Jewish men and women through aH time. It was for this reason that he 
conceived of the "Science of Judaism" as not just an end in itself but as 
a guide to the construction of a living present and future.2 

These Reform enthusiasts of "scientific .knowledge" were convinced that, "given the 

historical facts. it would be possible to draw the correct practical conclusions with 

regard to the means by which their religion could best be served and elevated to the 

level of contemporary culture:·3 

Reformers argued that the historical. evolutionary nature of Judaism allowed fo.r its 

continued growth . Because tradition was viewed as the historical .record of a people's 

stru11le for truth, that struggle was to he permitted to continue. New forms and 

I Ludwig Geiger. Geschichte der ]uden in Berlin. cited in David Philipson, The Reform 
Movement in Judaism (New York. 1967). 29. 
2Mai Wiener. Abraham Geiizer and Liberal Judaism: The CbajJenae of the Nineteenth 
Cent.urv (Cincinnati. 1981) .13-H. 
3 IJilil. . .13 . 
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thin.king were welcomed as legitimate continuations of Jewish tradition. A tremendous 

potential for creativity was granted as a result of Die Wissenschaft des Jude.ntums. for 

Reform found itself unfettered by the authority of the tradition. 

Several of the European Reform rabbis. Ji.ke Mu LlelienlhaJ. Isaac M. Wise, David 

Einhorn. Samuel Adler. and Samuel Hirsch, made their way t.o the United States in the 

mid-nineteenth century. In the American climate. favorable. if not dedicated to 

progress and change. Reform flourished. It was. for the most part. German preachers 

who shaped the course of American congregations in the formative years of the early 

nineteenth century _'4 The present study will be limited to ei:amination of issues related 

to the arowth a.nd development within the American Reform movement. 

Backaround of the Problem 

New conceptions of divine revelation a.nd definition of the forms and ideals of 

Judaism allowed for creativity and innovation within Judaism. But this freedom also 

raised a multitude of questions and problems for the Reform movement. Jews were seen 

as responsible for shaping Judaism. Consequently, since its inception. the American 

Reform movement has been committed to self-analysis. Part of this analysis has been 

an on 1oin1 attempt to determine the ei:act nature of Reform. Much of the thinkin8 on 

this and other matters has been done by members of the Central Conference of 

American Rabbis (the CCAR). The CCAR. formed in 1889. has historically been 

concerned with defining and determinin1 lbe nature of Reform judasim both 

theoretically and practically. Its questions have been : what are we? what do we do? 

what should we do? a.nd why? 

Reform has often been defined by the use of ideological terms. such as "prophetic". 

"Hberal". "progressive", "open to change," "not bound by tradition." Concepts of God. 

revelation. authority, religious observance. social action, values. and priorities have 

'4Philipson. The Reform Movement in Juda.ism. 329. 
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always been the subject of discussion amon1 rabbis ud Jay members of the Reform 

movement. Reform has consistently held a fundamental ud ideolo1icaJ commitment to 

i.ntelJectuaJ freedom. The movement has historically been committed to the conscious 

combination of tradition. history, human development. human needs. and social and 

cultural influences in the process of shapin1 Judaism. As a result, each and every 

definition and concept mentioned in this para1raph has been the subject of 

considerable debate. Many of the issues have not yet been .resolved. despite mo.re than 

one hundred years of discussion. 

A review of the official documents of the CCAR throu1hout its history (the 

proceedin1s of the annuaJ conferences. its publications. and its platforms). shows that 

several issues have been .repeatedly and consistently under discussion. These are all in 

some way .related to the abolition of the belief fo a literal. verbal, divine .revelation. And 

therefore the rabbis have repeatedly ar1ued divine authority versus individual 

authority_ Related t.o this idea has been the question of the establishment of a (fi1:ed) set 

of Reform beliefs. 

Because of the Reform conceptualization of divine revelation. another major. and 

.related. focus of the CCAR was the distinction between ethical/moral and rituaJ mitzvot. 

Ethical mitzvot we.re those that dictated values. moral behavior. and human relations. 

Ritual mitzvot required the observance of actual ceremonies or physical practices_ The 

divinely created ethical mitzvol were 1eneraJly considered eternally bindin1; ritual 

mitzvot. as the product of human bein1s. were designed for a particular time and place. 

No humanly designed practice could possibly be relevant for eternity. As Philipson 

said. NNo one 1eneration can le1islate for all future a1es."5 

In addition. the members of the CCAR have attempted to determine the relevance of 

various Lradit.ional conceptions for Reform Jews. Specifically. the rabbis have debated 

5IJiliL 3. 



the meani.n1ful.ness of "mitzvah" and "halachah" withi.n Reform. There has been 

discussion over a definition of the term "mitzvah" itself. and if it is synonymous with. or 

related to, the term "halachah ." The implications of this debat. 10 far beyond mere 

linguistic preferences; they reflect profound religious principles. 

From time to time. an institution of the American Reform movement has adopted a 

platform conveying its ideology. There have been three such pieces thus far. the 

Pittsburgh Platform of 1885. the Columbus Platform. "The Guiding Principles of Reform 

Judaism," in 1937. and the Centenary Perspective in 1976. Comparative analysis of these 

documents reveals a clear change in attitude with respect to the relative import.a.nee of 

ethical and ritual mitzvot . The official position of the Reform movement changed 

substantially in the 52 years intervening between the first two platforms. In 

Pittsburgh the rabbis rejected the bi.nding nature of the ritual Jaws. but accepted the 

yoke of the moral mitzvot. The Columbus Platform. in contrast, obligated Reform Jews to 

both ritual and moral commandments. By 1976. the Reform rabbinate affirmed that 

Judaism (including Reform) emphasizes "action rather than creed as the primary 

ei:pression of a religious life." Reform Jews a.re obligated to some type of daily religious 

observance. and Sbabbat. holy day, and life cycle celebration. And most criticalJy, a 

guide . the subject of nearly 100 years of controversy. was published by the CCAR in 

1972. This first guide. relating to Shabbat observance. was followed in close succession 

by two others. one pertaining to life cycle events and the other to holiday celebration. 

The Problem of the Present Study 

The present study endeavors to chronicle and interpret the changes in attitude with 

respect to ritual mitzvot throughout the history of the American Reform movement. We 

concern ourselves with issues of authority. the nature of the Reform movement. 

definitions and understanding of "mitzva.h" and "halacha.h," a.nd the relative emphasis 

of religious practice in contrast to purely ethic&! imperatives. 
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Procedure 

This study analyzes the issues presented above theologically. historically and 

psychologically Primary sources include the "official" position(s) of the CCAR as 

revealed in its yearbooks (the record of the proceedings of the annual CCAR 

conventions). its publications (rabbi 's manuals and guides to religious practice), and 

its platforms (the Pittsburgh and Columbus Platforms and the Centenary 

PerspecOvel. In addition , Reform rabbis have written books and contributed 

articles on theoretical. practical and scholarly matters which are of interest to our 

study 

Secondary sources include books. theses and dissertations which deal with the 

CCAR. Reform Judaism and Reform Jewish thought Related works dealing with 

other forms of American Judaism provide background information 

This thesis is organized into four chapters. The first is "Theology and Theory .. In 

it we address the issues of God. revelation. halachah and mitzvah, authority. nature 

of Reform, and religious practice . The changing and diverse rationales given for 

both the rejection and affirmation of ritual mitzvot in American Reform Judaism is 

examined and interpreted 

Chapter Two. "from Theory to Practice," applies the principles gleaned from the 

theological analysis to the actual publications and platforms of the CCAR These 

document.:, are analyzed to reveal their portrayal of. and consistency or 

inconsistency with. the theological principles of the movement at specific moments 

in its history . Religious and nonreligious factors outside of Reform Judaism which 

influence Reform thinking about the importance of ritual mitzvot are noted 

The third chapter. "Psychological Interpretations," seeks to understand the major 

attitudinal changes regarding the role of ritual mitzvot from a psychological 

viewpoint. Therefore . the psychological literature dealing with the dynamics of 
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cognitive consistency and attitude change is reviewed, and its concJusions applied lo 

the probJem under examination . 

The thesis ends with "Final Remarks," providing a summary nplanalion of the 

entire phenomenon of the changing role of rituaJ mitzvot in American Reform 

Judaism over the course of its history 

Limitations 

This study is concerned with recurring issues specifically related to the roJe of 

ritual mitzvot in American Reform Judaism It is not intended to be a thorough 

history of Lhe American Reform movement or of the CCAR. NearJy all Reform .rabbis 

are members of the Conference. although not all contribute to committees or auend 

the annual conventions_ The CCAR rep.resents a consensus of Reform rabbis. but not 

a unanimous one Surely, not all members agree with every "officiaJ" 

pronouncement of the CCAR Because dissenting and minority opinions are 

frequenLJy not noted in CCAR Yearbook entries. these positions may not be available 

for public k.nowJedge 

Significance of the Study 

There have been severaJ histories of specific issues throughout particular time 

periods of the CCAR . A number of .rabbinicaJ and master's theses and several 

dissertations have addressed themselves to eiaminations of varfous aspects of the 

Reform movement. The foJJowing is a list of some of these: Kalman Levitan. "The 

Problem of RituaJ and Practice in Reform Judaism"(194'8) ; Milton Matz, "American 

Reform Judaism 1890-1937" (1952); Louis Youngerman. "The Jew in His American 

Environment.1933-1955. as Evidenced int.he Proceedings of the Central Conference 

of American Rabbis. the RabbinicaJ AssembJy and the Rabbinical CounciJ of 

America: A Psychological Study" 0958); Lawrence Siegel. "The Neo-Reform Growth 

of American Reform Judaism as Reflected in CCAR Yearbooks. l 9<f2- l 959" ( 1961 l. 
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Robert Scott. "The Transition from Classical Reform to Neo-Reform Judaism "' ( 19661, 

Sylvin Wolf. "Reform Judaism as Process: A Study of The CCAR 1960-1975" ( 1978). and 

David Meyer. "Elements of the Return t<l Tradition in American Reform Judaism" 

( 1986) To the best of my knowledge. however. none has attempted to survey the 

entire history of the Conference with respect to the role of ritual mitzvol in 

American Reform Judaism This study attempts to accomplish that task One unique 

aspect of the research presented here is the psychological analysis of the attitude 

changes with respect to the role of ritual mitzvot. 
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Chapter One 

THEOLOGY AND THEORY 

Throughout its history. various thinkers in the American Reform movement have 

published theological works . These writers have aligned themselves with the 

movement as rabbis and members of the CCAR and/or as professors at Hebrew Unfon 

College-Jewish Institute of Religion Their works cover the entire range of what may 

loosely be termed "liberal" theology . They are liberal in the sense that none posits 

the theory of a Sinaitic Divine Revelation of both Written and Oral Law. immutable 

and eternal Yet. they are in no other way homogeneous As Alvin Reines has 

observed regarding the multiplicity of Jewish theologies. "All opinions are equally 

valid ." I In this chapter we are primarHy interested in the way these writers have 

understood the role and importance of ritual mitzvot. especialJy with respect to. or in 

comparison with. ethical mitzvot . We will also examine their writings to determine 

how they relate to mitzvot within the traditional Jewish theological triad of God-

Torah-Israel We wilJ consider the folJowing questions. although not all issues will be 

the concern of every author 

•What is the author's God-concept? Is God personal or non-personal?2 

•What is the author's understanding of revelation ?3 What. if anything . is 
revealed by God'i 

•Who or what bas authority for us? Who or what is the metzaveh? Do ".k' lal 
Yisrael" or the institutions of the Reform movement have authority? 

•What is the author 's understanding of Written and Oral Law? 

IAtvin Reines. "God and Jewish Theology," in Bernard Martin. ed ., Contemporary 
Reform lewisb Thouehl, (Chicago. 1968). 66. 
2By "oersonal God" we mean a deity who is understood to be conscious of and caring 
for individuals--that is. a God somehow involved in human matters. A "non-personal 
God" is one who is unaffected by the experiences. needs and problems of people 
3Revelation will be understood here in its broadest sense as some form of 
communication by deity to humankind 
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• Does the author define mitzv&h? If so. how? What is his position regarding 
the role or importa.nce of ritua.l .aUtzvot in comparison with ethical mitzvot7 Does he 
address related issues such as halach&h or minhaa? 

• How does this author compare with previous ones on various issues? Is his 
lhinkln1 evolutionary or revolutionary? 

• How. if at aJl. is the writer influenced by contemporary theology or 
philosophy, psycholo1y or socioJoay7 

Before undertaking our chronological examination of several Reform theologians, 

we must first clarify our understanding of the distinction between rituaJ and ethical 

mitzvot. Jewish tradition distinguishes between two types of mitzvot--mitzvot bein 

adam J'makom_ and mitzvot bein "'•m 1'chavero . The former category refers to Jaws 

regarding prayer. Shabbat. festivals. a.od life cycle events. These, therefore, have 

been termed "ritual" mitzvot. The tau.er group, understood as "ethical". regulates 

human interaction. l'hHe this distinction bas existed within the Jewish tradition. 

traditiona.J Judaism has not empha!;i?.cd one category a_~ more important•than the 

other--Jews are expected to observe both . In addition. as has been frequently 

observed, it is oft.en difficult to ma.te a true distinction between the two. The 

introduction to the CCAR's 1979 publication Gates of Mitzva.h (which deals primarily 

with ritual mitzvot) articulates the problem: "What mitzv&h couJd be more elaborately 

ritualistic tha.o the Passover Seder with its myriad details? But the purpose of the 

Seder is to teach a supreme ethical principle: that God created us to be free . Is the 

observa.oce of Passover. then. a ritual or an ethical mitzvah ?""'i In this paper we wiH 

consider the content, rat.her than the purpose, of the mitzv&h to determine its status. 

with the understanding that this distinction may at times appear arbitrary. In light 

of this definition. the seder would faH into tbe r itual category. 

4Simeon j. Maslin . ed .. Ga.tes of Mitzv&h : A Guide to the Jewi5b Life Cvde (New York, 
1979) . 97. 
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Isaac Mayer Wise C181C}-19001 

Isaac Mayer Wise was a man of extraordinary vision. He sou1ht to unify aJl 

American Jews. both Hbera.I and traditional. into one American Jewry. While this 1oal 

was not realized. Wise was responsible for the consolidation of the American Reform 

movement. He played a major role in the creation of its three tey institutions: 

Hebrew Union Colle1e. the Union of American Hebrew Con1re1ations. and the Central 

Conference of American Rabbis. These institutions. thou1h bearin1 Wise's foundin1 

si1nature. soon drifted away from his theolo1y a.nd fell more into line with Kaufmann 

Kohler's thinking, as will become apparent in our subsequent discussions. The 

discussion will begin with Wise's conception of Lhe nature of God and then proceed 

dicrectly to his understaodin1 of revelation. This method reflects Wise 's system of 

theolo1y. in which revelation is central. 

God 

In his CCAR presidential address in 1891. Wise had this to say about God: 

Human reason can conceive no idea or ideal of deity superior to the 
jehova.h of Moses. the absolute bein1 by whom and in whom the All 
exists. lives and perpetuates itself in its innumerable varieties of 
forms: who is in his ma.nifeslat.ions, both in nature a.nd history, 
absolute power. universa.l and sovereign, intellect supreme, love and 
be1ni1nity, the only perfect bein1 5 

Wise conceived of God as the highest idea.I of moral perfection. the foundation of all 

ethics and morality. God. in holiness, demands our holiness.6 

'While these ideas may be understood to be describin1 a personal God, this was not 

the case. In fact, Wise 's theology becomes complicated on this issue. Wise was very 

much influenced by the value of reason, as evidenced by his first words above 

(MHuma.n reason ca.n conceive ... ") and by his philosophical proofs for the nist.ence 

51saac M. Wise, "President's Message," CCAR Yearbook (CCARYB>. l Cl89ll: 17. 
6w ise, "Introduction to the Theolo1y of Judaism." Judaism at the World's Parliament of 

Reliaions (Cincinnati. 189-4). 21. 
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of God. And. as a rationalist. Wise could nol believe in the nist.ence of miracles.' 

C.ritica.lly. however. his rationality did not allow him to e:1plain one truly miraculous 

event upon which he based his entire theological syst.em--the Revelation to Moses at 

Sinai. Althou1h Wise since.rely thou1ht he did not believe i.n a personal God. he did 

firmly hold that a non-personal God. once and only once in history. spoke lo a person. 

Yet. within the f.ramewo.rt of Wise's thought, we cannot e1plain bow this occu.rred.s 

ReTelatioa 

In a speech before the World Parliament of Religions in 1894, Wise caJled God the 

"God of Revelation." Unlike any other of the liberal theologians included in the 

present slUdy, W i~ believed in a literal Sinaitic Mevelatioo, which he wouJd uu' a.iiuw 

to be .influenced by the claims of biblical criticism. He said. "We .know of God. His 

divine essence and nature, precisely what Moses told us a.nd no more . . .... 9 

Wise did not believe the entire Bible lo be of perpetual and absolute truth. He held 

the principles a.lone were permanent. .never lo be discarded. whereas the 

embodiments might vary in accordance with the requirements and the spirit of the 

limes." Thus. Wise conceived of a hierarchy of religious values with the Decalogue 

being of primary importance. followed by the sections of the Pentateuch based on the 

Decalogue and then by laws of a "specifically tempo.ra.ry cha.racte.r." I 0 Wise believed 

that the only t.rue revelation was the Decalogue. He contrasted the Decalogue with its 

subsequent ntension a.nd application. calJing the former "unalterable" and the latter 

"national and tempo.raJ." l l While accepting the developmental .nature of Judaism. 

7 Ja.mes G. Heller. Isaac M lise . His Life. Wort and Tbouaht (New York. 1965). 533-535. 
Heller documents Wise ' s case against the eiisten ce of miracles. 
ARalph Mectlenburger. "The Theologies of Isaac Mayer Wise and Kaufmann Kohler" 
(Rabbinic thesis, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC- jlR). 1972) . 
21and35. 
9Cited in Andrew F. Iey, The Theolocv of Isaac Maver fise (Cincinnati. 1962). 13. 
IOJbjd ... 1.f- 15. 
I I Heller. Wisc. 522-523. 
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Wise considered all develooment subsequent to the Ten Commandments of Moses. 

includio1 the prophetic and .rabbinic Hte.ratu.res. "useful and instructive. but not 

definitive."12 Wise found the validity fo.r Refo.rm in the Talmud it.lf, ma.tin& both 

Refo.rm and Talmud indispensable a.nd inseparable: "Had we the powe.r of the thunder 

we would p.rocJaim it th.rou1hout the inhabited 11obe: The.re is no Judaism without 

p.ro1.ressive .reforms. and the.re can be no .reforms within the pale of Judaism without 

the Talmud." 13 This understa..ndin1 fo.rmed the basis of Wise's philosophy of Refo.rm 

Judaism: Judaism is a .revealed .reJi1ion . .restin1 upon immutable theological a.nd 

ethical doctrines. but pe.rmiu.in1 and even necessilatin1 cha.n1e and development. I 'I 

Wise's understanding of the Ten Commandments and its .relation to Refo.rm is 

summed up in this p~.raph : 

Those based on the principles expressed in the Deca1o11ue are the 
ete.rnaJ laws. time a.nd its .revolutions affect them not, the progress 
of science and enlightenment .improves them noi. they a.re 
immutable lite .reason and justice themselves. Aga.in. those laws not 
based upon the principles of the Deca..logue are p.rovisiona..1 laws 
which we.re enacted lo suit a certain time and meet certain 
emer1encies. but pass away with them.1.5 

Thus. Wise conceived of mitzvot as unchan1eable as they consisted of the decalogue 

and the ideas which emanated from it. This "eternal" 1e1islation was "the only 

platform on which all Israelites can stand and, within the divine covenant. worship 

the Most High .. . : 16 Mitzvot we.re distinguished from cbukkim and mishpatim. those 

"provisional Jaws enacted lo suit a certain time and meet certain eme.r1encies." These 

laws pertained to the sacrificial cult. the Temple. and Jaws .regarding the land. Wise 

claimed that "we tnow of no spiritual proof that Moses o.ri1inally intended aJJ that 

Levit.ical 1 .. w and all the Levit.ical priesthood and institutions to be carried into Ca.naan 

12Jbid .. ')26 . 
13llllil .. 5-Cl. 
11.l.bid. .. 525. 
15Jbid . 
161.b.id. .. 526. 
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and stand there forever ... . We are forced to the conclusion the LeviticaJ laws of Moses 

were not intended to be eternally obligatory."17 So. while it is clear that Wise held 

the Talmud and other rabbinic literature in hieh reeard. as it did reflect the spirit of 

the Decalogue. he did not see it as "Oral Law." He did not understand it to be a 

continuation of the revelation at Mt. Sinai. but rather an extension of it. He did not 

feel bound by its legislation as he did by the divinely revealed Decalogue 

Regarding the possibility of the stagnation of ritual if left unchanged too long. 

Wise stated. 

AJJ forms. to which no meaning is attached any longer. are an 
impediment to our religion and must be done away with 
Whatever makes us ridiculous before the world as it now is. may 
safely be and should be abolished . . Whatever tends to the 
elevation of the divine service . to inspire the heart of the worshiper 
and attract him. should be done without any unnecessary delay 
Whenever religious observances and the just demands of civilized 
society exclude each other. the former have Jost their power. 
Reli~ion is intended to make man happy, good 18 

In an article in the 186~ American Israelite (for which Wise served as editor and chief 

writer l. Wise listed the rituals be felt should be eliminated. All of those mentioned 

were what be called "unbiblical" and. therefore . contained "foreign ideas" The list 

included the celebration of the second day of festivals. the lulav , the Me&illab hand 

washing . aliYfil. and the kasbering of meat. In another American Israelite article he 

declared LefiUin and mezuzah lo be literal applications of "that which was obviously 

intended to be taken metaphorically." 19 

Thus Wise did believe in the necessity of Judaism changing with respect lo forms 

He did not consider the "re-forms" of Reform. nor Reform Judaism itself. however. as a 

departure in any way from traditional "Orthodox" Judaism . Thus. Wise was adamantly 

opposed to the radical reformers of his time who would do away with everything 

l?Jbid .. 527. 
18.lb.id. .. SS9. 
19.llUd. .. S6'4-S6S. 
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Who are we. what right have we to oblJterate the spiritual gH"ts or 
t.beee me.n of God, t.bou pri.nc•c of peace, t.bo• mj9hty m•.n or 
righteousness? Evidently none! All that is left for us l£I do is simply 
to ascertain what of alt that is ordained was intended for aH eternity 
and alt ma.n.tind. and what was intended originally for a certain age 
or country. This is all that reformers are permitted to do. You dare 
not destroy other people's property.20 

For Wise the limits of what Reform could modify were set by the Bible, "beyond which 

the Jewish t'eformer can not and dare not go."21 Beause there are so many ways of 

interpreting the Bible. and because Wise accepts neither the totality of the Bible nor 

any of the post-BibJicaJ literature as authoritative. Wise's statement is problematic. 

That is. in reality, exactly how may the limits be set? 

Liberal Jews have. almost by definition. denied t.be literal authority of Jewish 

tradition on their lives. Having done this. however. they are faced with the dilemma 

of what. if anything. does have authority for them. Debate on this issue is as old as the 

movement itself. In the early yea.rs, the discussion revolved around the idea of a 

synod and/or a creed which would be binding for Reform Jews. later. Reform 

thinkers addressed themselves to the same question. but debated the appropriateness 

of Reform 1uides to religious practice. The synod was Isaac M. Wise's answer to 

authority i.n Jewish life . He thought of it as "a method of regularizing change, of 

giving to reinterpretations of the Jaw a hajachic sanction. of pursuing in broad 

outline the processes of classical rabbinic days."22 Wise desired the decisions to be by 

consensus (ideaHy unanimous) and approved on the basis of Jewish tradition . This 

would increase uniformity and decrease anarchy, two important considerations for a 

man deeply commiued to unity 1UDong Jews. Wise .repeatedly urged the CCAR to 

produce a systematic tbe0Jo1y of Judaism. a.n authoritative statement of Jewish 

20Ibid ... ~6Z. 
2 I lltisl .. 560 . 
221bid .. . 5n. 
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doctrine. In fact. in a presidential address. Wise suggested that his own systematic 

theolo1y would serve as a 1ood startin1 point toward this end.23 

It is true that Wise's theolo1y was influential in Lbe early years of the Reform 

movement. This is especially so because, as professor of the0Jo1y at BUC, Wise S\lrely 

tau1ht his own thinking. It is also true. however. that Wise 's ideas. lite those of all 

modern thinkers. reflect the 1eneral thintin1 of the limes. As such. it has been 

su11ested that Wise was particularly influenced by some contemporaneous liberal 

Protestant theolo1ians. James Beller relates that Wise attended church services every 

week in Albany lo listen lo the sermons.21 In addition. he once spoke about what he 

perceived lo be the very substantial similarities between Judaism a.od Unitarinaism.25 

Suaaary 

It is clear that the theolo1y of Isaac Mayer Wise rests firmly on two principles: his 

understanding of revelation. and his fierce desire for unity among American Jews. 

The Decalogue, the only product of revelation. stands eternal. It. a.nd the ideas which 

flow directly from it. are the only mitzvot in Judaism. All other legislation is subject 

lo change and reform. provided these modifications remain within the limits set by 

the Decalo11ue (and parts of the Bible) and by reason. Any such cha.n11es. however, do 

not indicate a break with the principles. doctrines. or precepts of traditional Judaism. 

Wise advocated a synod to st..ren1then Reform through the establishment of a central 

authority which would ~ure that chan11es be in full consonance with Jewish 

tradition. 

The ideas e1pressed by Isaac M. 1' ise have been basic to Reform Judaism and have 

provided the impetus for endless discussion throu11hout its history. And yet. as 

23Isaa.c M. Wi9e. "President's Annual Messaje," CCARYB . -t C189'4) : 28-29. 
2<lffeller. Wise. 136. 
25Jsaac M. Wise, Reminiscences (Cincinnati. 19Cll). 138. 

16 



I 

American Reform Judaism entered its "Classical" period. the very institutions founded 

by Isaac Mayer Wise were nonetheless soon influenced more by the thin.ting of 

another, more radical thinker, a rabbi, scholar. and "Classical Reformer" by the name 

of Kaufmann Kohler.26 

Kaufmann Kohler (18'43-1926) 

If the priority in the program of Isaac M. Wise could be identified as "first Unity and 

then Liberty," then that of David Einhorn. t.he spiritual father (and father-in-law) of 

Kaufmann Kohler. was "First Truth a.nd then Peace."27 Kohler was influenced by the 

latter ideology. "first" by his zealous scientific study oft.he Jewish te:1ts, "and then" by 

his attempt to unify the Reform rabbinate by caJling the Pittsburgh Conference in 

1885. As chief contributor to the contents of the Pittsburgh Platform. Kohler 

formulated theological ideas that guided the Reform movement until at least 1937 when 

the second Reform platform was adopted It would not be an e:1aggeration. however. to 

assert that Kohler's influence may stH1 be felt today, both in the altitudes and 

preferences of many members of Reform congregations and as remnants in some 

"official" Reform thin.ting. 

Kohler's doctoral dissertation. entitled Jacob's Blessina, used the critical method of 

biblical a.na..lysis to analyze Genesis. chapter -49. In his wort. Kohler revealed the 

prophetic elements included wit.bin t.he Pentateuchal te:s:t. His introduction linked this 

finding with bis conception of the nature of Judaism. He pointed to the shortcomings 

26Jsaac Mayer Wise was not himself a Classical Reformer. Jacob R. Marcus has defined 
Classical Reform as the type of Juda.ism which came about in the United States as a 
result of the Pittsburgh Platform of 1885. Wise was not instrumental in the formulation 
of the Platform. yet was an important leader during this period. In contrast. Neo­
Reform. as defined by Marcus. describes the Reform which was officially born with the 
Columbus Platform in 1937. Both of these definitions are found in Robert M. Scott, "The 
Transition from Classical Reform to Neo-Reform Judaism" (Rabbinic thesis, HUC-JIR. 
1966). 2. 
27Robert j. Mar:1. "Kaufmann Kohler as Reformer" (Rabbinic thesis. HUC-JIR. 1951 ). 13-
1-4 . 
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of a reJigion enmeshed in the past and pleaded for a living religion which adapted to 

the needs of the present . .Beginning with the critica.l approach to the Pentateuch. 

Kohler concluded that Judaism was ever-growing and evolving. This led him to his 

formulation of Israel's Mission: just as Judaism evolves and grows. so does its concept of 

its Mission.28 These concepts. the evolving nature of Judaism and the Mission of Israel. 

constituted the centra.l ideas of Kohler's theology. Kohler presented his theological 

ideas in his magnum opus. Jewish Theology Systematicallv and Historically Considered . 

He divided the boot into three sections. dea.ling respectively with "God. man. and 

Israel." Kohler's conscious dep&l"ture from the usual Jewish triad of God-I(!rah:- lsrael. 

reveals his conception of the human. fulfiHment of the Mission as the lint between God 

and Israel We are p&1"ticul&1"ly interested here in his ideas about God. revelation. and 

authority. 

God 

Lite Wise. Kohler was a rationalist. Unlite Wise. however. Kohler did not attempt to 

prove the existence of God by means of a philosophical proof. He .knew that 

metaphysica.l proofs for God's existence had been "outlawed" since Kant.29 Because 

Kohler maintained that faith must never conflict with reason. he wrote that it was 

reasonable to believe in God. It followed logically and rationally . then. that Kohler 

should believe in God. &nd he did.30 

The God in whom Kohler believed was omniscient and omnipotent. More 

importantly. we tnow that Kohler's God was mo.ral. sometimes ca.lled "holy ." From his 

Jewish Theolou we .tnow that Kohler believed that God could be known only th.rough 

ethics. God was the standard of moral perfection, of holiness. which Kohler called 

28 lllid ... ~-7. 
29Kaufmann Kohler, Jewish Iheolo1y: Systematically and Historically Considered 
(New York. 1918. Reprinted by .Ktav with an introduction by Joseph H. Blau. 1968). 65 . 
30IJWI ... 31. 
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"purity unsuJHed by any breath of evie31 These notions Jed l:'.ohler directly into his 

Mission of Israel ideas. Kohler's conception of God as t.h~. standard and Lb~ e1ample of 

euellence su11ested to Kohler that God was unity . And God's unity "brin1s harmony 

into nature and history, which are united under one &.IJ-encompassi.n1 moraJ plan."32 

ReTelatiaa 

Kohler believed in one God who revealed the Torah. The very pattern of his book. 

Jewish Theology. reveals his undersandin1 of the evolutionary nature of that 

revelatfon . as he traces the historical development of ideas, showin1 that Judaism is 

still developin1 and wi11 continue to develop as Joni as it is vilal: 

In my opinion the Jewish reli1ion has never been static. fii:ed for all 
time by an ecclesiastical authority, but has ever been and stiH is the 
resull of a dynamic process of 1rowth and development. .. ,33 

Kohler believed stron1Jy in the pro1ressive character of revelation. considerin1 it "as 

a continuous force in shapin1 and reshapin1 the Jewish faith" and definin1 "Torah" as 

"the Jewish lore in its continuous process of 1rowth a.nd evolution .H3'4 

The continuin1 nature of revelation meant that revelat..ion did .not imply or demand 

creed: "Judaism Jays all stress upon conduct, not confession; upon a hallowed life. not a 

hollow creed ... . There is no Biblical or Rabbinic precept, 'Thou shall believe!' ... To the 

rabbis. the 'root' of faith is the reco1nilion of a divine Judie to whom we owe account 

for all our doings."35 To Kohler, revelation consisted of the "spirit of God" rather than 

the communication of a specific body of information which God was alle1ed to have 

3 I lb.id.. . 1 0 1. 
32J.b.id. .. 8'4. 
33u.:d · ·· llU .·• VUl. 

3'4joseph H. Gumbiner, "Kaufmann Kohler's Approach to the Problem of Revelation." in 
CCAR Journal(~). 8 (October 1960): 13. 
35.t;:ohler. Jewish Theoloay. 20. 
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written or dictated. Kobler recognized this as a Hving spirit which continued to be 

revealed through human beings as they confront the Biblical te:1t.36 

Kohler's lint between God. revelation. a.nd humanity was ethics. Consciousness and 

knowledge of God stirred up the human conscience and kept people from doing wrong 

things They "keep society in order and prompt the individual lo walk in the path of 

duty." The main purpose for the divine revelation at Sinai was to "put the fear of God 

into the hearts of the people. lest they sin." (uodus 20 :20) The recognition of God was 

the moral power of Jife.37 Here again we see the influence of the philosopher Kant on 

Kaufmann Kohler. Kant. says Kobler. has shown us: 

that we can know God·s e:1istence only through et.hies. as a postulate of 
our moral nature. The inner consciousness of our moral obligation. 
or duty. implies a mo.ra.J order of life. or mo.ra.J Jaw: and this. in turn. 
postulates the existence of God. the Ruler of life. who assigns to each 
of us bis tast and his destiny .38 

Revelation. then. existed to lead human.kind back to the God it bad deserted and to 

restore to all a primal consciousness of God, with its power of moral regeneration .39 

Jewish ethics. defined by Kobler. was: 

to wait in the ways of God . . ... What Scripture means is that man 
should emulate God. As He clothes the na.ted. nurses the sick. comforts 
the sorrowing. and buries the dead. so should man. (Deuteronomy 
13:5) In other words. human life must tate its pattern from the divine 
goodness and holiness .410 

Kohler held to the principle of the centra.lity of ethics in revelation throughout bis 

lifetime. Jn his farewell sermon as president of HUC delivered in 1921. Kobler stated: 

There is but one lofty ideal to fashion our lives: 'Be holy. as I the Lord 
your God. am holy I' Severed from religion. ethics is a tree cut off from 
its roots. and socia.1 justice but vapor and vanity without the God of 

36cJumbiner, J::aufmaon Kobler, 12. 
37Mari. Kaufmann Kobler. 29 
38Kohler. Jewish Theology. 69. 
39Man. Kaufmann Kohler. 30. 
40.K.obler. Jewish Ihe0Jo41y, 4'79-.fSO. 
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rishteousness by whom Lbe spt'inss of action are weished in the 
scales.'41 

Ioh1er held that morality &nd reHsion were inseparably united in the revelation at 

Sinai: it was at Sinai that the free moral relationship of human.kind to God was 

revealed .'42 As receivet'S of revelation. human beinss aqu.ired the responsibiJity of 

actins as mediators between God and the worJd . In particular, Israel served as the 

mediator between God and humanity . This led Kohler to his most frequently-stated 

messase. that of the Mission of lsraeJ. Iohler was very much a universa.list in his 

thinkins that Judaism had a messase for all. But at the same time he was a particularist. 

holdins that different peoples had different seniuses. The Jews· particular genius was 

for discoverins the way of life which aU peoples should adopt. This idea may have been 

the product of the then popular "ethnic psychology" which maintained that the Jewish 

people had a unique capacity for receivins revelation. and that Lbis Jewish senius 

could be seen unfolding in history .43 It is also likely that Kohler was influenced here 

by the thintins of Abraham Geiser . Israel had a universal message for the world. and 

it was Israel's particular task. its Mission. to make that messase known . The Mission 

was Israel's "raison d'etre." Kohler stressed that "there can be no disputins the fact that 

the central idea of Judaism and its Hfe purpose is the doctrine of the One Only and Holy 

God. whose Kinsdom of truth. justice and peace is to be universaUy established at the 

end of time . . .. lsraeJ's Mission is to defend. to unfold and to propasate this truth . .it'i 

The truth. in Kohler's view. "lays cJaim. not to perfection, but to perfectibiJity."'4.5 

Reform Jews had a distinct role in the Mission. The task of prosressive judasim was 

in re-emphasizing Israel's world-Mission and recJaimins for judasim its place as the 

priesthood of humanity. It was. he claimed. "to procJaim anew the prophetic idea of 

41Gumbiner. Kaufmann l:'.ohler. 15. 
42Jeobler, Jewish Theology. -477. 
43Gumbiner. Kaufmann Kohler. 16. 
41Kohler, Jewish Theology. 15 . 
.. ,Ibid .. 18. 
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God's covenant with humanity, whose force had been Jost. owing to inner a.nd outer 

obstacles ... .It must outlast all other reliaions in its certainty that uJHmalely there can 

be bul the one religion. uniting God and man by a single bond .... 6 To this end. J::obler 

recommended that the mission wort be done through 

well orga.niUJd Jewish literature and press which spread the Jewish 
truths broadcast over the land. and. entering every Jewish household. 
foster Jewish life. awaken Jewish sentiment and train lhe Jewish 
minds and hearts ... . We require a well-equipped army to besiege the 
barren and low-aiming everyday-life of lhe Jew and force it to 
surrender to the ideals. presented by the lofty aspirations of 
enlightened religion .... We ought to have regular publications and 
distributions of Jewish pamphlets or tracts .... "47 

Jn a paper read before the CCAR Conference in 1893. Kohler stated his vision clearly 

and passionately: 

Here on the boundary of the Messianic land we must stand with the 
Art of the Covenant upon our shoulders, waiting tit our brethren can 
join us in entering the land where the prophetic vision will be 
realized: one God. one humanity . . ... 8 

This universalism became one of the basic touchstones necessary for the 

understanding of the thinking of this period. And. ultimately it emerged as a critical 

point for discussion and debate in the movement. 

Kohler 's universalistic ideals affected bis thinking about ritual mitzvot. Because of 

their role in the Mission of Israel. the moral statutes of the Torah were considered 

unchangeable and perpetually binding . But it was not enough for Jews to be merely 

the vessels of the universal ideas which would bring on the Messianic age . So Judaism 

developed "forms" and institutions--what we have been calling ritual mitzvot. Jewish 

customs helped the Jews guard against absorption by the multitude of nations, thereby 

allowing for preservation of the precious heritage of peace and t.rutb and justice. Jews 

.. 6 .llisl . '51. 
'47 Authentic Report of the Proceedings of the Pittsburgh Platform. in Jacob, The 
Pittsbunb Platform in Retrosoect. 96-97. 
'48 JCaufmann Kobler. "Is Reform Judaism Destructive or Constructive?" CCARYB . 3 
(1893): 11". 
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of each age required new forms, however, suitable to their particular set of 

circumstances. The unive.rsa.lity, the eternality, of an idea. then, determined its 

identity as a reflection of the revelation of the divine spirit. 

The Oral Law--Mishnah and Talmud--fell short of achieving this essential qualily of 

universality because it failed lo give ethics the prominent place Kobler fell they 

deserved. The Oral Law did not stress ethics in the same manner as e1pressed in the 

prophetic and wisdom literature of the Bible. and il failed even lo au.empt to formulate a 

system of ethics.49 

Lite Wise. however. Kohler was not anti-Talmud. He felt there was a wealth of 

spiritual and ethical thought buried in the Talmud. Its laws had outHved their 

usefulness and were in desperate need of revitalization. Kohler did not lay blame on 

the Talmud itself. but rather on the rigidity of the Orthodo1 for preserving laws which 

were no longer timely or usefuJ.50 Ceremonies valid in one age may well be 

unacceptable in another . Therefore. Kohler found it necessary to 

ascertain the origin and purpose of each and every ceremony in 
order lO find out whether by appealing to our minds and hearts it 
fulfills a religious function or whether it has become an empty shell 
with the ternel gone . .51 

Kohler termed this reliance on past forms of Judaism "OrientaJism:· and caJled it "the 

weakness of the synagogue." This was of utmost concern for Kohler because it 

"separated the Jewish community from the surrounding world lo such an eitent that it 

could no longer e1ert an influence lo win outsiders for its great truths." It was the tast 

of Reform Jews lO "brush off the dust of the ages and discover anew the .real meaning of 

Jewish life and of Jewish ceremonies. thereby investing Judaism with new dignity and 

self-respect.52 

49 Kohler. Jewish Theology, '481. 
50Mar1. Kohler, '.53-'.~H-
.51Kaufmann Kohler. "The History and Function of Ceremonies in jud&ism." CCARYB. 17 
()907) : 205 . 
.52[ohler. Jewish Theolo1y. "70-.C71. 
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It is clear that Kohler did hold a place. an important place. for ritual mitzvot. While 

he leveled some harsh criticism at rituals in his earlier writings, as the years passed he 

became more convinced of the necessity of meaningful ceremonial practices. He did 

not. however. st.ray from the idea that only those rituals which added to the 

si1nificance of one's reli1ious life should be maintained. 

Suaaary 

Many of the differences noted between Isaac Mayer Wise and Kaufmann Kobler may 

be traced to their divergent backgrounds. Wise preceded Kohler to the United States. 

and remained uninfluenced by the European tradition of historical criticism. 

Contrarily, much of Kohler's theology was the product of his early e:1posure lo higher 

biblical criticism. Wise accepted more of tradition than did Kohler. While Wise still 

believed in the infallible revelation of the Decalogue (albeit giving that distinction to it 

alone), Kohler could not believe in a literal. verbal revelation for any te1t. Wise's 

certainty also allowed him to attempt to prove the ei:istence of God; Kohler could not. 

Yet they both agreed that God was the orderer and ruler of the universe and the S<Jurce 

of all truth. Their differences may at least in part be attributed to Kohler's greater 

sophistication. better education. and a broader base of knowledge and thought Both 

men justified change by noting that Judaism had always changed. In this way they 

were equally divergent from traditional Jewish attitudes toward constancy. 

Very importantly, both Wise and Kohler va.lued morality above a.11 other Jewish 

teachings. although Kohler went beyond Wise by virtually equating Judaism with the 

pursuit of moral ends. Universalism was a very important part of the theologies of both 

Wise and Kohler . To Wise. Jews were Jews by religion only. Therefore. nothing should 

remain in Judaism which was not of universal application . I.be mission of Israel 

involved being dispersed. by God. to carry the truth to the nations.53 Similarly. Kohler 

53Heller. Wise. ~97. 
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maintained that the Mission of Israel would culminate in universal peace. brought 

about by Lhe ethical teachings of Judaism. 

Isaac Mayer Wise taught theology at HUC f.rom 1887 until the year of his death. 

Kaufmann Kohler began teaching theology in 190'.S and continued until his retirement 

in 1922. In 1923 a new member of the faculty was appointed lo late over as professor of 

theology, Samuel Cohon. called "perhaps the central theological figure in Reform 

judaism"541 of his day . Cohon's influence in the Reform movement was indeed 

significant. He molded much of the Union Prayer Boo.ts of 19'f0 and 144'.S . He created 

both the Union Hu:gadah (1923) and Lhe Rabbi's Manual (1928). Most importantly, he 

was the chief framer of the Columbus Platform of 1937. 

Samuel S. Cobon (1888-1959) 

The Classical period of Reform. characterized by reason. decorum. and radicalism 

with respect Lo ritual and Jewish tradition. eased int.a a period tnown as the Neo-

Reform period. This period represen Led a substantial return Lo tradition. Hislorian 

Michael Meyer described the transition this way: 

At that Lime I the Classical period] the movement was largely limited 
lo German Jews. heavily under the influence of German 
philosophy, and opposed lo any form of Jewish nationalism. It 
stressed Judaism. bul nol Jewishness; religion. not peoplehood. 
Wedded lo reason in theology and broad ethicaJ injunctions in 
practice. it purposely neglected Jewish mysticism and ritual Jaw. It 
was concerned with delineatins as clearly as possible the contrast 
which it afforded the prevailing Orthodoxy from which it had 
sprung. But today it presents a very different image. The heritage 
of German Reform has itself been reshaped. The need to stress 
characteristics which differentiate Reform from Orthodoxy has 
given way lo a desire for finding common ground. The e:1cessive 
penchant for .reason and deco.rum has been replaced by a greater 
appreciation of emotion and free npression .55 

5'4Michael A. Meye.r. "Samuel S. Cohon: Reformer of Reform Judaism.M Judaism. l'.S 
(Summer 1966): 319. 
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The large influ1 of Eastern European Jews to the United St.ales beginning in 

1881 gradually affected Reform Judaism. 8y 1928 three and a half of the four million 

Jews in the United States were of Eastern European birth or descent. most of them here 

less than SO years. Thus. Samuel Co hon (an Eastern European) was both a student and 

admirer of Kaufmann Kohler (German) but had a substantiaJly different religious 

outlook. In ways that may be characteristic of Ea.stern European immigrants. he was 

much more sympathetic to tradition, emotion. a.nd particularism. He valued Jewish 

folkways. music and Hebrew. He desired more emotion and less decorum in the 

religious service. And. aware of the Reform movement's separatist tendencies. he 

sought lo "'reunite it with neglected segments of the Jewish past and with the Jewish 

community as a whole in lhe present."56 Cohan adapted the Reform of the nineteenth 

century to meet the specific ch alien ges of the twentieth. 

Samuel Cohan's posthumously published boo.t. Jewish Theology. is similar lo Kohler's 

in that it traces issues historicaJly on the basis of Jewish sources. gives more 

contemporary conceptions. and ends by offering bis own views. Cohon did not attempt 

to force Judaism into categories derived from other religions and philosophies. which 

had been done in the nineteenth century with what he caJled ''grotesque results ." He 

therefore based his theology not on any specific philosophical system. but rather on 

the "religious e1perience of the individual. specificaJly in the consciousness of the 

sacred."57 

God 

Cohan 's systematic wor.t Jewish Theology contains an entire section on the doctrine 

of God in Judaism. It traces hislorica.1 understandings of the ways to God. Jewish proofs 

for the e1istence of God, and many versions of the attributes of God. as weH as an 

56.IJWI.. 
57.llUd. .. 321. 
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uncom.Pleted section on modern arguments for the e:1istence of God. The boot does not 

contain a section delineatin1 Cohon 's God concept. although we may glean this 

information from his si1ned "A Jew's Creed." which ap.Pears at the beginni.n1 of the 

boot . In this creed. Cohon states bis penonal beliefs. including the following 

declaration of his God concept: 

I believe in the reality of the living God. who while transcending time 
and space. dwells and worts in all things at all times. He is the Source 
of all being and the Father and Master of all men .58 

This statement reveals that Co hon's God is eternal and both transcendent and 

immanent. God is also the creator and ruler of a.II things . 

ReTelatioa 

Cohon argued that the traditional view of revelation required radical 

restatement. He said that critical biblical study shattered the belief that the Pentateuch 

was communicated supernaturally lo Moses at Sinai as a final deposit of truth for all 

times. Contemporary biblical scholarship reveals the te:1t lo be the product of Israel's 

spiritual creativity in the course of many centuries. Therefore. not all of its contents 

are of equal value and permanence. "Modern criticism dears the way for the 

investment of the Bible with new power. It shows religion as a progressive quest on 

the part of man after God and His ways."59 Cohon mates two references to revelation in 

his creed: 

I believe that God reveals Himself in the cosmic order and in the life, mind. and 
spirit of man . 

I believe that God's revelation to the prophets of Israel and of other peoples, 
offers a light for all men in their spiritual and moral striving.60 

.58SamueJ S. Cohon. ·A Jew's Creed," Jewish Theology (Assen. The Nethlerlands, 1971 l . 
:1iv. 
59 lbid_ .. 13 I-132. 
6011.;A ' 
~ .. :11V . 

27 



The notion of progressive revelation to which Cohon subscribed. leads to the 

important interaction between humankind and God. and to the Mission of Israel 

concept. 

The belief that revelation ta.kes place in history has kept Judaism 
from becoming static . In place of merely preserving and 
transmitting the divine knowledge from generation to generation as a 
find deposit. Judaism has modified. corrected and e1tended it. out of 
growing e:i:perience .... Revelation means something more than the 
theophany at Sinai or in the Temple .. . . Revelation reflects man's 
confrontation of God, to which he responds with a loving heart and 
receptive and eager mind .... As the disclosure of t..be divine wiJJ and 
purpose to inspired minds. revelation is basic to contemporary as to 
Biblical religion . Vital faith is born in souls that have been touched 
by t..be divine fire and charged with a mission and message to their 
age . As from the heart of reality . a light breaks forth and .kindles the 
minds of the elect, who become God 's servants and spokesmen to their 
fel luwmen .61 

While one of the statements in the above-mentioned creed suggests that members of alJ 

religions are eligible to receive prophecy, Cohon assigned Jews t..be responsibility of 

Mission : "I believe it is Israel's mission to continue to witness to God before all men ."62 

In this respect. Cohon agreed with both Kohler and Wise. He differed from them in his 

conception of the human role in the mission. Both Kohler and Wise gave Jews the 

responsibility of spreading God 's word. Cohon. however. stressed "confrontation." He 

saw more of an interaction between human beings and God. 

In Cohon 's analysis. progressive revelation is tied to religious practice. He stresses 

the evolutionary nature of Juda.ism, and sees Judaism as the balance of belief. ethical 

ideals and conduct. and of ceremonial observance throughout history: 

Judaism is not a static faith . .. . A religion that ignores life. is ignored 
by life . Progress is the condition of el..istence. When progress stops, 
stagnation and death set in . ... Voluntarily and joyously we must 
receive our heritage of faith . and commit ourselves to its blessed 
burden of discipline. by which to translate our beliefs and 
convictions into acts of worship and observance.63 

61 IJWI. .. l '40-1.f2. 
621i.:..t . ~ .. I1V. 

63samuel S. Cohon . What We Jews Believe and A Guide to Jewish Practice (Assen. 1971) . 
p. 1'48. 
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This emphasis on the totality of Jewish Hf e is where Co hon parted company with 

Classical Reformers lite .Kaufmann Kohler. Classical Reform was too rational and too 

radical for Cohon . He believed that Judaism consisted of. and therefore required. forms 

and symbols. Such things bring holiness into life and give concrete e:ipression to the 

sacred. Consequently. within Reform he became the e:iponent of a revaluation of 

Halachah a.nd of the traditional mode of prayer.6'4 We will note his special influence 

and contribution to the Columbus Platform in Chapter Two. Conceived primarily by 

Cohan. it both reflected and influenced Reform Jewish practice and thought until 1976 

when lhe movement adopted its Centenary Perspective. 

Authority 

Cohan was particularly C<ln cerned with raising the level of Reform Jewish 

observance. But be was also dedicated to the formulation of a "creed." He did n<lt accept 

the "deed or creed" debate because he thought that both were necessary: " . . . without 

religious convictions. beliefs. <lr creed. there can be no religious deeds."65 In an 

articJe in the 1936 Hebrew Union College Annual. Cohon proclaimed. 

Reform Judaism bas unmistakably tended toward lhe establishment of 
standards of its own. even though it began by breaking away fr<lm 
certain fi:ied forms While it found the ~ulhan 'Arut inoperative 
under the changed conditions of Jewish life in western lands, it has 
not abandoned alJ Jaw. ritual. and ceremony. On the contrary, it finds 
them essential to the preservation of Judaism as a force in the lives of 
men. If each individual is not to be a Jaw to himself. he must learn to 
follow standards not of his mating . .. . Reform presents a revised view 
of authority .... As in all former phases of Judaism so in Reform two 
factors enter into the nature of authority: (a) the needs of the Jewish 
people. a.nd (b) their attitude to the Divine as e:ipressed in their 
conceptions of revelation and tradition.66 

MMeyec, Cohon, 321-322. 
65Cobon, Jewish Tbeolo1y. 90. 
66cohon, "Authority in Judaism." Hebrew Union CoUeae Annual. XI 0936): 6.f0-6-41 . 

29 



Cohon 's conception here is lhat Reform .requires Jaws and standards. This is not 

Orthodoxy, however. because Reform does not support ils claims the same way 

Orthodoxy does, p.rovi.n a the will of God by the citation of Scriptural verses. 

Cohon uses the word "mitzvot" lo describe "deeds which religion requires for ils 

proper functioning.M He understands these lo be divine commands. However. Cohon 

believes lhat individuals are lhei.r own ultimate authorities: 

The needs of Lhe spiritual life of our day . . . have grown loo 
complicated lo be readily confined by Lhe Halachab . At the same lime, 
it is clear lhaJ. the rich heritage of lhe past offers much Lhat is useful. 
]Ls custnms. forms. and ceremonies serve us as models and as guides . 
We must, of course, carefully choose those which can en.rich rather 
than obstruct our spiritual strivings today. Our purpose must not be LO 
restnre lo practice picturesque antiquities suitable for a museum, but 
lo select the vital elements that can be .replanted lo become fruitful in 
our lives ... . We must turn our spiritual heritage int.o a personal 
possession .67 

Suaaacy 

Samuel Cohon has been identified he.re as the first significant Reform theologian lo 

help direct the movement away from ils Classical persona. While it is unwise lo 

attribute motivation for another's actions. we may presume lhat Cohon responded lo lhe 

desires of cong.regants as well as lo his own theological and esthelic sensibilities. 

Su.rely the same may be said of both Wise and Kohler. It is clear that Cohon was mo.re 

sympathetic to .ritual within Reform Judaism, but the real difference may be where 

each author was willing lo "draw the line" .regarding precisely should have been 

termed a "picturesque antiquity." Jt is instructive lo note, and this will become 

apparent in our analysis of the platforms in Chapter Two. that both Kohler and Cohon 

advocated maintaining only those ceremonies and practices which enabled Jews to 

sa.nclify lhei.r lives. Likewise, Wise eliminated observances which might cause 

embarrassment tD those engaging in them. 

67Cohon. What We Jews Believe. 1-t7-1-t9. 
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Wise's authority remained with God. as long as the issue in question derived from the 

Ten Commandments. He also beJieved than unity among Jews required the retention 

of a certain JeveJ of reJigious observance. Kobler circularly reasoned that the 

observation of Jewish Jaw protected Jews from any influencing factors in their 

environment and consequently preserved Jewish tradition. .Kobler placed authority 

with this protective nature of Jewish tradition . Yet. be highly regarded individual 

choice. Cobon. while advocating autonomy. stressed that Reform Jews must tnow what 

was required of them. Cohon did compile a guide to Reform religious practice. which 

was published only after bis death. The ne1t authors to be considered here. Frederic 

Doppelt and David Polish, also believed in rabbinical guidance, and consequently 

published a guide to religious practice in 19')7. 

Frederic Docpelt and David Polish 

While a full analysis of the work A Guide for Reform Jews will be undertaken in 

Chapter Two. the authors' understanding of mitzvah and authority are relevant lo the 

present discuss.ion. These concept.ions are Jinked to their ideas about God and 

revelation. and thus will be considered here together. 

The authors recognized the reality of self-authority in liberal religion. and 

therefore did not intend their work to be anything other than a guide for those who 

felt the need for it. They did. however. note that once a Jew toot the assumptions and 

the discipline of their guide seriously. and scmght to live by them. s/be thereby made 

them authoritative in his/her Jife.68 And. a guide was required because complete 

religious laissez-faire was seen to have failed in the past. The result of the e1treme 

individualism of the Reform movement was that "Reform Judasim has been equated 

with minimal Judaism in the eyes of many: and to some. being a Reform Jew came to be 

synonymous with doing nothing about Juda.ism--a.11 of which tended to sap the strength 

68frederic DoppeJt and David Polish. A Guide for Reform Jews (New Yort, 19')7), 40--41. 
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of Reform as a way of Hfe."69 The establishment of certain basic principles was deemed 

necessary in order to avoid both "complete disregard for Jewish observance and 

arbitrary and ill-conceived practices .... "70 

The Doppelt and Polish guide was predicated on a m.itzvah system. The authors 

believed that mitzvot were imperatives born of the Jews' "spiritual rendezvous" with 

God. That is. they were to be determined neither by scientific surveys nor by the 

consensus of the general Jewish population: The only criterion was "whether the 

Mitzvot we are tcJ keep constitute spiritual moments in Jewish history when the Jewish 

people came upon God."71 For Doppelt and Polish Jewish observance reflects a Jewish 

conception of history. That is. certain events in Jsrael's history have been interpreted 

by Jews as encounters with God. The two major examples of such divine intervention 

were the Exodus from Egypt and the Revelation at Sinai. These events resulted in Israel 

establishing a covenant with God. Thus. Jewish tradition speaks of Zecher Htziat 

Mitzravim and zecher J'matan Torah . Jn addition. many moments in the life of the Jew 

are intimately related to Israel's historical career: the mitzvot surrounding birth. 

circumcision. naming. education. marriage and death aJJ take on added meaning 

because in each case the individual is made conscious of his/her own unique role in 

Jewish history. Much of the symbolism of Jewish ceremony is based upon the summons 

of Israel to remember the spiritual roots of its being.'2 

Doppelt and Polish note that the values of kedushah and mitzvah are linked 

together in the formulaic blessing recited before the enactment of a mitzvah. "~hJU:. 

.kid'sbanu b'mitzvotav ... . " The connection of these values suggested a third concept to 

the authors: 

69JJWI. .. 8. 
70J.1Wl., 10. 
71 IlW! .. -tl. 
721JWI. .. 17-18. 
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that individuals and groups attain sanctity only upon responding to 
the divine imperative-- 'Who bas sanctified us t.brou&h his 
commandments.· A mitzva or an observance then becomes man 'sway 
of responding to many concurrent spiritual needs. He responds to 
God. He preserves the covenant relationship. He affirms the holiness 
of bis own personal and corporate life .... And he derives these 
insights from the historicaJ experiences of his peopJe. The 
observance of Sh ab bat. Festivals and HoJidays. as well as his personal 
regimen. recall hallowed moments in his people's career.73 

Observance of mitzvot allows Jews to renew their covenantaJ relationship with God. 

Thus, the Guide to Reform Jewish Practice authored by Doppelt and Polish outlines a 

system for the observance of mitzvot. A mitzvah is defined as "a spiritual entity in 

itself which immortalizes primarily an historic relationship to God which the Jewish 

people experienced in the course of its history .... it flows from an historically 

spiritual moment when our people confronted God; and every time we enact the mitzva. 

we are re-enacting lhat spiritual moment of our history in our own times and are 

renewing it in our own lives as Jews."7~ 

The authors then identify halachah as the "way one should go--specificalJy, as the 

accepted ways in which one should proceed to do the mitzvot." Their determination in 

each generation rests vith the rabbinicaJ authorities who attempt to apply the 

principles of mitzvah The only authority of halachah is the consensus of lhe 

community. "but once it is in common usage. it remains in force as the religious way in 

which one should walk until such time when it is changed or substituted by the same 

democratic process through which it was established as the Bala.cha in Jewish life "75 

A third stream of Jewish observance, subsidiary to mitzvot. was also included in the 

guide. These are called minha..eim--folk-ways invented by the people themselves . 

Thus ea.ch mitzvah has its own associated hala.chot and .minha,gim , "all three of which 

flow from the well-springs of Jewish life ."76 

73Jbid .. 18-19. 
7-tu ... ,. 3 

J.W.ll!..·· 41. 
751.W. .. '41-<f2. 
76JJWI.., 416 . 
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Su••ary 

Doppelt and Polish were amon1 the first to commit themselves in writin& to a system 

for Reform Jewish life. In addition. they introduced traditional Je"tlish vocabulary into 

Reform. which was eventually adopted by the CCAR committee on religious practice and 

incorporated into the guides produced by it. ja.tob J. Petuchowsti. nbbi. theolo1ian. 

and professor of theology at HUC. goes even further by recognizin1 divine revelation 

and declaring Torah as authoritative. 

Jakob I. Petucho"tlski 

It is difficult to label Petucho"tlsti 's theology. partly because that is his intention . 

He is German born. which might suggest a fairly radical position . were he to align 

himself 'With co-patriots such as Kaufmann Kohler. But Petucho"flsti is from another 

generation. and. as he states in the preface to his hoot Ever Since Sinai . he does not 

'Want to be "pigeon-holed" as an adherent of any of the modern Jewish movements--

Orthodo1. Conservative or Reform. His wort is rather traditional; he deals with the 

doctrines of God. Election. Revelation. and both the Oral and Written Law . He suggests 

that his boot be considered "a phenomenology of Torah ." Petucho"tlski's stated 

challenge in Ever Since Sinai is to reconcile scholarship and belief.77 He is concerned 

with the meaning which Torah can have for the modern Jew . 

Petuchows.ti 's discussion of God stems from the Shema. in which Jews proclaim that 

Adonai is their one God. He describes various historical and philosophical 

understandings of God. which Jed him to his premise: there is only one reality of God 

allbou1h we e1perience God in different ways. all necessary and important. Thus. aL 

different times in our lives we will encounter the philosophical "God of Aristotle." the 

77 ja..tob J. Petuchows.ti. Ever Since Sinai Revised Third Edition (Milwaukee. 1971 ), no 
page number. 
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"God of Israel." who is revealed in history and the immanent divine presence of the 

She.tbjnah . 

Inasmuch as the Jew today describes himself as 'believing in God.' he 
would own up to some philosophical God concept or other.--• concept 
which will be used to mate sense of. or to account for. the universe . .. . 
But it is nothing that will inspire man with reverence. or wring from 
man 's Hps words of adoration. The 'God concept' we invoke by way of 
mating sense, or trying to mate sense, of the universe, is not 
identical with the biblical 'God Who harkens t.o prayer.' It is also not 
the God with Whom one can associate the 'revelation' ofTorab .78 

Petucbowsti concentrates bis theology largely on the God of Israel. whose eiistence 

and nature were made manifest to Israel in certain historical situations lite the 

liberation from Egypt. the splitting of the Red Sea and the revelation at Mt. Sinai . Like 

DoppeJt and Polish. Petuchowsti contends. "legendary or not--it stiU remains a fact that 

the people. as a whole. in view of certain eiperiences they bad undergone, accepted 

certain obligations as part of their covenant commitment."79 At certain moments in 

the course of history God lifted happenings and events from the level of the routine 

and ordinary and raised them to the level of revelation . It is clear that Petuchowsti's 

conception of the God of Israel is Jinked directly to bis understanding of revelation. 

Re•elalian 

The conception of the God of Israel is that of a God who is the sovereign creator and 

ruler of the universe. and who is very much involved in the moral government of the 

world . Such a relationship between God and human.kind requires some form of 

communication from God revealing the divine will "The concept of the 'Sovereign of 

the Universe' in Judaism. therefore, inevitably leads to the concept of Torah, to the 

revelation of God's will to man."80 Torah and commandments are the contents of God's 

revelation . In Judaism. the obligations are spelled out. This. according to Petuchowsti. 

781.b.i.d. .. 39. 
79.llU~ .. 40. 
80.J.JWt., '47. 
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is halachah. And this belief in divine revelation is not jeoparidized by the find in 11:s of 

biblical scholarship. In Petucbowski's estimation, even if the premises of higher 

criticism a.re accepted. 

we can draw from them the logical conclusion that the Jew in the past 
was mistaken in his view about the authorship of the Pentateuch. 
What does not folJow lo11:ically from the findings of the Higher 
Criticism is the widespread notion that, because Moses did not write 
the Torah it can no longer be the authoritative rule of Jewish life.81 

Petuchowsti fundamentally disagrees with Kaufmann Kohler's notions about the 

origin of ceremonies and rituals. He says, " ... what makes an observance part of the 

Torah is not at all the meaning and significance which this observance may originally 

have had in a pagan environment. but the meaning given to it within the framework 

of the Torah ."32 This mea.nin g is found in the hallowing of the ordinary. Petuchowsti 

is also able to integrate scientific findings into his theology: 

if .. l am convinced that God can. and does. reveal Himself to man. 
then it makes very little difference whether the documents 
purporting to contain this revelation are a few hundred years more 
or Jess recent than was believed lo be the case in my grandfather's 
time 83 

Petuchowski was not satisfied with previous formulations of the Reform movement 

lite the Pittsburgh and Columbus Platforms because they did not portray God as the 

metzaveh. the source of the commandments. His program. therefore. does make this 

connect.ion. which is. he believes. the only way that halachah may be ta.ken seriously : 

Thus. with all the 'change of heart' that Reform Judaism has 
undergone in preparation for. and as a consequence of. the Columbus 
Platform. it is no nearer now than it was 80 years ago to link up with 
the halachic tradition of Judaism . An upsurge of interest in'ritual' 
and 'ceremonies' there has undoubtedly been. and attempts have not 
been lacking to standardize Reform Jewish practice to conform to 
what superficialJy may appear as a Reform halacha. . . A little 

81Jbld. .. 108-109. 
82J..ru..!! .. 76' 
83 Jakob J. Petuchowski. "The Problem of Reform Halacha." Contemporary Reform 
Jewish Tbou1ht. Bernard Martin. ed., (Chicago, 1968), 110. 
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reflection will. however. show the unsuitablility of this particular 
method lo get anywhere near a concept of halacha.81 

In this way Petuchows.k:i's system may be distinguished from any which takes as its 

authority what the people are actually doing, which he finds absurd in that one set of 

statistics indicated that there were more Reform Jews who had Christmas trees in their 

homes than observed .k:ashrut. He also disapproves of any program which advocates 

ceremonialism lo create "warmth." or lo answer human psychological needs. These 

la.uer reasons Pet.uchowski calls "religious pageantry." rather than halachah .8~ 

HaJachah is impossible unless it is grounded in God, the source of revelation . likewise. 

Torah is meaningless if divorced from the belief in God. 

Rit.uals and ceremonies fit neatly into the pict.ure of revelation. Using the detailed 

Passover laws as an example, Petuchowski eiplains: The Israelite's liberation from 

Egypt was understood by them as an eipression of God 's will that people should be free. 

The best way lo transmit this value to fut.ure generations is to follow the prescribed 

Passover traditions. Hence Petuchowski concludes, "all the laws and regulations 

pertaining lo our observance of Passover can be said lo be 'divine laws.'"86 

Jakob Pet.uchowski published the original version of Ever Since Sinai in 1961 . He 

eipanded the last chapter. "To St.udy and lo Do." in 1979 when the third edition was 

published. That it was this chapter that was eipanded. the practical application of the 

theory, is instructive. Petuchowski felt that readers desired a way of transforming "a 

me.re theory of Torah lo the deeds and lo the way of life in which Torah finds concrete 

eipression ."87 The author's main message in this chapter is lo study the rich Jewish 

tradition. and then lo open oneself lo its possibHities: "The accumulated heritage of the 

Jewish past is ours to select from. ours lo eiperiment with. in our endeavor lo find out 

MJbid .. 113. 
85 .lJWl., 11"4-115. 
86Pet.uchowski. Sinai. 7.of-75. 
87.lJUsl., no page number. 
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what God wants u.s to do." 811 White traditional. this is not an Orthodo1 conception. for 

Petuchowski encourages eiperimentation and an openness to tradition. not strict 

adherence to legal prescript.ions. 

Su•aary 

ja.tob ]. Petuchowski. member of the 1952 ordination class of the Hebrew Union 

College. wrote a beautiful and passionate polemic most sympathetic to tradition . His 

theology included concepts of halachah. mitzvah. covenant. and divine revelation . He 

never pushed for Reform acceptance of traditional halachah. but felt there is. and 

should be. a Reform haJachah. The ultimate authority for this halachah is God, but 

individuals must determine for themselves exactly how it is that God speaks to them and 

how they wiJJ respond. Petuchowski did see it as a Jewish obligation to observe the 

mit.zvot that are personally fulfilling . Throughout our discussion we have compared 

Petuchowski to his predecessors. so we wilJ not repeat those observations here. Rather. 

we will briefly turn our attention to Alvin Reines. also a member of the 1952 ordination 

class of the Hebrew Union CoJlege . Hi5 theological ideas are strikingly different from 

those of classmate Jakob J PetuchowstL 

Alvin Reines 

Alvin Reines put forth his theory of Reform Judaism as a polydoxy in "God and 

Jewish Theology" in eluded in Bernard Martin · s coJlection of essays en titled 

Contemoorary Reform lewish Thouaht. We wilJ briefly en.mine Reines's discussion of 

God and revelation. for it is connected to his view of authority. which is of particular 

interest to our study. 

88lbid. .. 110 . 
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God and Re•elatjon 

Reines's entit'e philosophy is pt'edicated on his understanding that much of the 

modet'n world has given up its belief in theistic absolutism. "t.he notion that God is a 

transcendent. omnipotent. omniscient. and omnibenevolent person who is directly 

concerned with the individual and collective welfare of ma.n ."89 Reines confidently 

states. "The rejecti<in of theistic absolutism is prevalent among clergy and laity 

alike."90 Reines's desire is to describe a religion which is not automatically rejected 

when theistic absolutism is rejected . Reines believes that his system of Reform 

Juda.ism. polydoxy, foJJows directly from this large-scale rejection of theistic 

absolutism . Two major principles derive from the denial of a theistic absolute God and 

form the backbone of Reines's argument. 

First. "the community of Reform Jews denies the existence of an authoritative body 

of knowledge or beliefs whose affirmation is obligatory upon the members of the 

community ."91 This is so because Reform Jews have. almost by definition. rejected the 

notion that the Bible is the literal word of God. In fact Reines argues that th is denial is 

what distinguishes Reform Judaism from Pharisaism: "Thus this denial is the pro1imate 

cause which brings Reform Judaism into eiistence and the ground upon which it 

stands."92 N<i subsequent prophecy has been accepted by Reform Jews which would 

make known the word of God. This means that there is no authoritative way to 

determine God's wiJJ. If there is no i.nfaJJible .knowledge, a.11 .knowledge is the product 

of finite. fallible (that is, human) minds and is therefore not obligatory for Reform 

Jews. 

89Alvin j. Reines. "God and Jewish Theology," in .Bernard Martin. Contemporary Reform 
Jewish Ihoueht. 62. 
90 IJilil. 
9 I lb.id. .. 6'.':i. 
92Jbid . 
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The second majo.r principle of Reines's &rguments is that Refo.rm Judaism is a 

"polydo.y ." A polydo:ry is defined as "a .religion that admits as equally valid all opinions 

on lhe g.reat themes of .religion . ... The only beliefs disaHowed a.re those inconsistent 

with its polydo1 natu.re. fo.r eiample. belief in an authoritative revelation or an 

o.rthodo1 doct.rine .K93 This principle flows from lhe fi.rst . 

Authority 

As can be seen from the preceding discussion. individual freedom is of paramount 

import.a.nee to Reines. He described the derivation of this principle in an article 

published in the CCAR lournal in 1960. Reines identified two aspects of a person 's self 

with .respect to decision making : "the decision-ma.king self' and "the decision­

e1ecuting self."94 A free person's decision-mating self has the authority to enforce 

the obedience of lhe decision-e1ecuting self. Authority ove.r someone e1ists when 

someone supersedes the decision-making self of anothe.r and enforces obedience of that 

person 's decision-eiecuting self. Reines holds it to be a self-evident truth that eve.ry 

pe.rson has the .right to be f.ree. to be his/her own authority . 

Refo.rm Judaism may not demonstrate any de facto .right to supersede any 

individual 's self-authority . It has given up that right with its rejection of verbal 

revelation . A person may choose. however. to transfer this right to another person o.r 

to an institution: 

Should a person . .. choose voluntarily to accept his rabbi or the CCAR 
as authorities. then I they] become authorities fo.r h im in any situation 
in which he ca11s upon them to act as such . Given this concept of 
authority. it remains meaningful fo.r Refo.rm Judaism to have a 
.response (sic I committee. for e1ample. because the committee is made 
into an authoritative body by those persons who seet f.rom it guidance 
on some problem.95 

93J..b..i.sl.. 66 . 
9'4Alvin J. Reines, "Authority in Reform Judaism," CCAR I. 8 (Ap.ril, 1960), 17. 
95~ .. 30 . 
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In other words. Reform Jews who desire guidance may Joo.t to rabbis and Reform 

instituitions to find it. 

Su••ary 

Although his premises may be different from those of other theologians, Reines has 

said essentially the same thing as Reformers had been saying all along : the Reform 

movement has authority over individuals only when given it by those individuals 

themselves. In fact . other. more conservative writers might be more prudent in their 

underslandin g of authority. Solomon Freeh of. author of many responsa referred to by 

Reines. has said that the Jewish tradition his responsa reflect rightfuJJy constitutes 

"guidance not governance." It would be logical for Reines to counter that. should a 

person decide to allow it, the responsa committee could serve as the individual's 

"decision-ma.ting self." 

Reines does differ radicalJy from his coJleagues in both his understanding of God 

and of Reform Judaism. With respect to the former. Reines a.Hows for any God-concept 

which is consistent with his premise of individual freedom as established and 

guaranteed in polydoxy. This means, however. that Reines wilJ not accept the 

traditional. theistic God-concept. His own definition of theology reflects his philosophy 

and mates no assumptions about beJief or non-belief in God. Theology is defined as 

"the science or study which treats of the meaning of the word God."96 Similarly. the 

type of Reform Judaism described by Reines emphasizes "Reform" over "Judaism." This 

distinction mates his wort unique a.mona the Reform theolgians . It is instructive to 

note that his views are not widely accepted. despite his many years of teaching at the 

Hebrew Union ColJege and several scholarly contributions to the literature. 

%Reines. "God." 67. 
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Reines's wort has spurred much criticism. A statement by Norbert Samuelson in a 

paper presented to the 1967 CCAR conference. is representative of the type of criticism 

Reines has received: 

Reform Judaism is not something private. Whatever it is it relates to 
people in a community, it impJies rules of procedure. But. given the 
doctrine of radical freedom I the name given to Reines's polydoxy}, 
there can be no rules of procedure. Anything seems to go. and if 
anything goes. nothing goes. that is. we have not a community, but 
merely a rand<lm collection of individuals.97 

We wiJJ return to some of Reines's criticism in the third chapter of the present study. 

The mid-sixties were a time of vast differences within the CCAR. The issue of synod and 

creed which had occupied the early Reformers re-emerged in full force. with debates 

about guides and authority. At the same time that Alvin Reines was writing about 

individual autonomy and polydoxy, others in the movement were advocating Reform 

halachah and guides to religious practice. 

W. Gunther Plaut 

In 1965 W. Gunther Plaut spoke before the CCAR about the wisdom of and need for a 

guide to Reform Jewish practice produced by the movement. Although he is not 

normally considered a theologian. Plaut has been outspoken on issues concerning 

mitzvah and halachah. Plaut also served as president of the CCAR. and thus his 

influence on the nature and direction of the movement has been considerable . 

Plaut's 1965 speech proposing a guide to Shabbat observance for Reform Jews led to 

the establishment of a Sabbath Committee in the CCAR. Plaut was named chair of that 

committee. It was within the debate about the publication of A Shabbat Manual that the 

issues of mitzvah and ha.lachah were discussed. The arguments presented by Plaut in 

this speech directly refute Alvin Reines 's ideas. Plaut made the following observations: 

97Norbert Samuelson. "A Therapy for Religious Definitions: Guides and lgnosticism in 
Reform Judaism." CCARI. 14' (June 1967): 23 . 
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we have failed to give direction to ou.r people . How can they tnow 
what is e11:pected when we steadfastly refuse tc teH them? Vague 
pronouncements about 'observing the spirit of the Sabbath' are about 
as efficacious as Lal.ting about 'being good' . . .. I am of cou.rse taltin g 
about a guide for Shabbat. Say no to such a guide and you wiJJ by your 
negation condone our present hefterut (chl.(Js).98 

In order to restore order within the Reform movement, Plaut advocated the 

revitalization of halachah in Reform terms. Plaut defined halachah as "a way which 

tells the Jew what he must do."99 and argued that halachah was consistent with Reform. 

To return to a concept of Reform halacha is not to falsify Reform 
Judaism but to return to its foundation heads. All the early 
Conferences a.nd synods were concerned with halacha. It was never a 
question of whether to have rules. but what rules to have ... .100 

Plaut accepted the Doppelt and Polish definition of mitzvah as an encounter with 

God. and saw halachah as the way in which to observe a mitzvah . Plaut considered 

mitzvah to be an indigenous pa.rt of Judaism. and insisted that there could be no Judaism 

without mitzvah . But the author acknowledges that his "mitzvah" is not identical to the 

"mitzvah" of Jewish tradition . He said." ... the sense of mitzvah is still strongly alive. 

although His not necessarily grounded in theology ." Jn fact. Plaut admitted that the 

new usage of traditional te.rms is for emotional purposes; we are hesitant to break the 

thread of tradition .101 It was PJaut's contention that most Reform Jews would agree 

that they must do something to remain Jews. The guides he proposed would tell Reform 

Jews what to do . 

After the publication of A Sbabbat Manual in 1972 the Sabbath Committee became 

the Committee on Reform Jewish Practice. This committee warted on the ne:s:t guide of 

the proposed plan, the Gates of Mitzvah . We will e:s:amine this boot in Chapter Two. but 

98W. Gunther Plaut. "The Sabbath in the Reform Movement." CCARYB. 75 0965) : 189. 
99Plaut. "The Halacba of Reform." in Berna.rd Martin. Contemporary Reform Jewish 
Thought. 93. 
IOOp1aut. "Sabbath," 190. 
IOlpfaut. "Halacha," 98-99. 
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the essays included in this guide concerning conceptions of mitzvab are of interest to 

us here. 

Essays in Gates of Mitzvah 

The Gates of Mitzvah was published in 1979 as a guide to the ceJeb.ration of the 

Jewish life cycJe. It was edited by Simeon Maslin and .represented the work of a large 

CCAR committee. The guide used the Janguage of the Doppelt and Polish book. "It is a 

mitzvah to . . . " . but based itself on a different understanding of the word "mitzvah " 

The book Jeft the definition of mitzvah relatively vague. but managed t.o convey that it 

hat:l to do with "Jewish oppurtunities" and "obligations." Four essays in the back of the 

volume attempt to theologicalJy ground the use of the word. We will be e11&mining the 

contents of the guide and its use of the word "mitzvah" in depth in Chapter Two . Here 

we will concern ourseJves with the additionaJ essays. "Mitzvah · the Larger Conte11t." by 

Arthur Lelyveld. focuses on ethicaJ mitzvot. for. "to publish a book on the mitzvot of 

Judaism without some reference to its ethics would be unthinkabJe ."102 David PoJish. 

Roland Gittelsohn. and Herman Schaalman all focus on the source of mitzvah That is. 

each identifies a metzaveh. or commander of the mitzvot. 

DaTid Polish 

David PoHsh 's contribution to Gates of Mitzyah was a re-working of the introduction 

to his and Frederic Doppelt's Guide t.o Jewish Practice originally published in 1~7 . He 

repeated his definition of mitzvab as an encounter with God. and selected those 

passages of the original piece that focused on mitzvah . His perspective was on history 

and the shared e1perience of the Jewish people . Polish's one addition was that today , in 

the "apocalyptic times" in which we live. "It would be an overstatement to say that 

mitzvah wilt guarantee our survival but it can be said that our individual and 

l 02Maslin. Gates of Mitzvah. 98. 



cotleclive decision to persist as Jews will be aided by cullivatine a life of mitzvot." 103 

Within a historicaJ perspective. Polish interprets mitzvah as an important survival 

issue for Jews. 

Ber•an E. Schaal•an 

In "The Divine Authority of the Mit.zvah." Schaalman identifies God as lhe source of 

the commandments. the met.zaveh . God "indisputabJy" made the mit.zvot known first by 

way of Moses. and then by way of prophets and rabbis. who were the spirituaJ 

descendants of Moses. l 04 His interpretation is close to that put forth by DoppeJt and 

Polish. in that he spate of revelation as "the mystery of encounter with God. to the 

unique and rare moments when a given person and the Divine Presence 'meet."' God 

became the metzaveh for Moses. for enmple. because Moses understood. interpreted. 

"heard" God's presence because of his extraordinary closeness to God. I 05 As Jews. this 

is our legacy 

Why shouJd we do mitzvot? Because we are the descendants of those 
ancestors. the children of those parents who said at Sinai: 'Na-aseh 
ve 'nishma--We shaJJ do and we shaJJ hear· (EJ:odus 2-4:7) . AU authentic 
Judaism untiJ now has so understood itself. has so acted and so handed 
it on to hitherto faithful generations. Thus the Divine Presence wails 
for us. and we for It. Thus the commandment comes lo us in our time. 
asking to be heard. understood and done.I 06 

This is a rather traditional understanding of revelation. and we will return to the 

author's use of the word "authentic" in Chapter Three. SchaaJman tempered his 

traditionaJism by acknowledging that alJ people do not respond to the presence of God 

in an identical fashion . He admits that there wiJJ be some mit.zvot of his ancestors that 

wiH not engage him and which he will therefore not do. But. at the same time there 

I 03David Polish. "History as the Source of the Mitzvah," in Maslin. Gates of Mit.zvah . 
107. 
I 0'4Herman E. Schaalman. "The Divine Authority of the Mit.zvah ." in Maslin. Gates of 
Mit.zvah . 100. 
I 05.Llllii.. 102. 
I 0 6 .lb.iJl. 
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will be some mitzvot that his ancestors never heard which wHJ caJI Lo him . The ability 

to "hear" commandments depends upon one's wiUingness to hear them: 

it all depends on whether lam ready to live my life in relationship to 
God, in response t.c Him, in my acceptance of His being Commander 
and of me as His covenant partner, giving life to the berit--the 
covenant--by my mitzvah response. And while I have and retain the 
freedom of choosing my specific means of response at a given 
moment. the essential factor of my life will be my intention to 
respond. I 07 

Schaalman 's approach mirrors that taken by DoppeJt and Polish. and seems to underlie 

the (derivative) Gates of Mitzvah system as welJ . Thal is. certain principles are 

accepted as mitzvol which require a response from Jews. The nature of this response is 

Jeft to the individual. who may be instructed by a "code" or a guide . 

Rolaad Gillelsoha 

"Mitzvah without Miracles." GitteJsohn 's contribution to Gates of Mitzvah. presents a 

naturalist point of view toward mitzvot. The author defines a naturalist as "one who 

believes in God. but asserts that God inheres with nature and operates through natural 

J "108 aw. 

Gittelsohn agreed with Polish's .rationale for the binding quality of mitzvol: 

"because S<lmething happened between God and Israel, and the same thing continues lo 

happen in every land and age ." This something is a "historic encounter between the 

Jewish people and the highest Spiritual Reality human beings have ever .known or felt. 

No other people has been S<l persistent as ours in seeking that Reality and its moral 

imperatives." I 09 

The naturalistic character of GitteJsohn's essay may be seen in both his definition of 

mitzvah and in his understanding of the authority of mitzva.h. The author defines 

mitzvah as "the recognition. acceptance and observance of physical Jaw and ethics--

107!lilil .. 103. 
I 08Ro1and Gittelsohn, "Mitzva.h without Miracles," in Maslin. Gates of Mitzvah. 108. 
I 09 .Lb.id... l 09. 

46 



which are ineluctable aspects of reality." The authority for mitzvot emerges from a 

human need for the pattern of ritual. Gittelsohn charges that our very basic nature. 

our human need for this type of structure. is "mitzvah." In this way. God. as the core 

spiritual essence of reality is the metzaveh for the Jew who ~ .resp<1nds naturalistically 

to his own essence and to that of his universal setting." 110 The idea of a non-personal 

God being a metzaveh is complicated. but Giuelsohn e1plains that the physical and 

spiritual laws governing reality (God) create mitzvot that are inherent within the 

universe To Gittelsohn mitzvot are a matter of survival: 

Mitzvot must be observed because only by recognmng and 
conforming to the nature of their environment can human beings 
in crease the probahlity of their survival in any meaningful way ... . 
The universe is so constructed that. if I wish to survive. I must have 
adequate o:rygen . nourishment. and eut'cise. God 'wants' me to 
breathe fresh air. ingest healthful foods. and regularly move my 
muscles. These. therefore. a.re mitzvot I I I 

Gittelsohn insists that both ritual and ethical mitzvot are binding. Ritual mitzvot are 

physical remindet's of what we proclaim with our words. This notion leads us into our 

discussion of Arthur LelyveJd 's discourse on ethical mitzvot. 

Arthur LelyYeld 

Probably the most significant aspect of Lelyveld's essay in Gates of Mitzvah is 

that its inclusion is the one real acknowledgment of ethical mitzvot in the book. The 

pl'esence of a single essay, unaccompanied by a.ny section of the boot devoted to the 

practice of ethics as pa.rt of a Reformjewish lifestyle. in the publication of a movement 

founded on its belief in the primacy of ethics, is instructive. We wjlJ .return to a 

discussion of this phenomenon in ou.r third chapter. 

I IOJbid .. 109-110. 
11111wt. ios-109. 
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LeJyve1d defines mitzvah as a.n act to be performed because God requires it. With 

respect to how to choose whkh mitzvot to observe. Lelyveld's words echo those of the 

early Reformers: 

We JiberaJ Jews read Scripture not as the literal word of God. but as the 
work of members of the people Israel seeking to understand the 
demand of God. Once we approach our Bible within that frame of 
reference. we necessarily become selective. for there are points in 
Scripture at which man has broken through to an understanding of 
the highest. while there are also points that preserve primitive 
practices. anachronism. or injunctions that long ago became 
obsolete.112 

At this point Lelyveld distinguished between two different types of mitzvot. "Mitzvot" 

with a capital "m" answer the question. "When does God speak to us?" In contrast. 

"mitzvot" with a lower case "m" describe ritual acts with "an aesthetic and affective 

function . ... large-M Mitzvah is the enduring essence to which the structure of smaJJ 

m. testifies and pays obeisance. 113 Mitzvot are the obligation of aJJ Jews. Of course. 

however. Lelyveld recognized the individual as the ultimate authority regarding 

mitzvah observance. 

Lelyveld concluded with an eloquent reminder of our human task: 

For us. the demand of God which chaJJenges us to compassion and to 
respect for the divine image in every f eJJowman must as Mitzvah 
eventuate in the Mitzvah which is perfect: action in the world in 
behalf of human rights. justice and peace .. . . lin this way) we 
demonstrate that we are kedoshim. reflections of the Divine 
presentness. I I<\ 

Suaaary 

Taken as a whole. the essays included in Gates of Mitzvah attempt to mates sense of 

the word "mitzvah" which is used throughout the book without definition . The 

inclusion of more than one ideology may be confusing to the ave.rage reader of the 

I I 2Arthur Lelyveld, "Mitzvah : The Larger Context." in Maslin. Gates of Mitzvah. 111. 
113.UWl. .. 112 . 
• ... lb.i.d. .. 11+1 lS . 
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boot . Yet. the boot is consistent with the historical recognition that Reform Jews have 

divergent levels of doing and understanding. We wiJJ return to this djscussion in our 

analysis of the boot as a whole in Chapter Two. 

Eugene B. Borowitz 

Eugene .Borowitz. professor of theology and philosophy at Hebrew Union CoJlege in 

New Yort. has made numerous contributions to the literature of the Reform movement. 

He was particularly influential in his capacity as primary author of the Centenary 

Perspective of the CCAR in 1976, the document which has served to replace the 

Columbus Platform of 1937 as the official statement of the Reform movement. This 

document wiJJ be en.mined in the nei:t chapter. but to the extent that Borowitz's own 

theologica.I notfons are reflected in that document. some ei:aminatfon of his wort is 

relevant here . 

God a.nd Co..-ena.nl 

Borowitz believes that Jews possess a covenantaJ relationship with God which 

obligates them to the observance of mitzvot. In Liberal ludaism . Borowitz declared. " ... 

a good Jew has a Jiving relationship with God as part of the people of Israel and 

thereforelisl Jiving a life of Torah ." 115 For .Borowitz. act.nowJedgment of God's oneness 

and uniqueness led directly to the primacy of religion as the basic framework of one's 

Jife : " .. . one must be a Jew in evervtbina one does." Belief requires commitment. And 

commitment means action more importantly than words. feelings or mental states. He 

said, "A religion which makes no serious claims upon its adherents should not itself be 

tat.en seriously." l l 6 Borowitz listed three areas of Jewish responsibility demanded by 

the covenant: 

1. Ethical behavior toward all people; 

I 15Eugene B. BorowilZ. Liberal Judaism (New York. 198-4), 13-4. 

I 16JJwi.. 127-128. 
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2. Daily prayer. study and religious observance; 
3. Commitment to the survival of all Jews everywhere.117 

In Borowitz's theology God is the metzaveh: " .. . our belief in God a.nd the covenant 

ought lo have power over our lives." I IS Borowitz suggested that liberal Jews fear 

accepting God because they are afraid this will lead them lo observance of all the 

commandments. He countered this fear by stating that although both the Oral and 

Wriuen Law have much lo teach. they are not binding . Liberal Jews insist upon the 

freedom to choose which aspects of Lhe Jewish tradition they will observe and which 

require new forms lo make Lhem relevant and/or acceptable. Borowitz stressed 

awareness of God as the metzaveh. however, and when approaching tradition. Reform 

Jews should do so "in terms of our deepest 'commitment,' for. when we ask about 

religious duties. we are speaking of Lhe service of God. Then whatever we choose from 

lhe past or create for the present should rest upon us with the full force of 

commandment." l I CJ Borowitz caJled upon Reform Jews lo aJlow ritual to direct them to 

God. and to provide them with contact with the holy. For these very theologjcal 

reasons Borowitz strongly advocated a Jewish way of life consisting of the observance 

of ritual mitzvot. He. lite many others, believed the mitzvot mandatory. their manner 

of observance. flei:ible. Here again. the element of autonomy emerges as essential 

Reform Jews must confront the tradition . their responses wiJI be as individual as they 

ace . 

General Summary 

The present discussion has sought to highHght trends and stages in theological 

thinking from the beginnings of the Reform movement in America until recent times . 

It has singled out the most influential thinkers and teachers of the movement for 

ei:amination. 

I 17Jbid ., 13.f. 

I 18 .ll2.iJJ.. . 31 9. 
119,ll}_lil-. 331. 
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There have been some consistent threads which have run through the theology of 

the Reform movement throuehout its entire history. For our purposes. the most 

important of these commonalities is the rejection of belief in a literal Sinaitic 

revelation as described in E1odus. Yet revelation was not abandoned: each thinker had 

his own conception of revelation. These ranged fnim Wise's limitat.ion of revelation to 

the Ten Commandments and Kohler's belief that only the ethical laws were eternal and 

binding, to more traditional concepts like that of Petuchowski, Plaut and Borowil2. The 

laLl.er theologians leach that revelation is a matter of human openness to it: if one 

seeks. one is likely to find. 

The idea of an interactive nature of revelation prevalent in modern Reform is 

connected to other theological notions. The early Reformers seemed to conceive of a 

transcendent God. one who rules from above. This God revealed principles to Reform 

Jews which they were obligated to spread to accomplish the mission of Israel. Luer 

God-concepts stress God's immanence. Borowi12's Covenant is a good eiample of a 

theology in which human beings a.nd God work together. Petuchovski. too. stressed 

Lhat human beings must strive to understand what it is that God wants from them . 

Conceptions of mitzvot and halachot are related to various beliefs about the human 

role with respect to God. Early Reformers spoke far less about Lhe human struggle to 

come to terms with what was appropriate religious practice . They saw the most 

important criteria as relevance to modern Jife and appropriateness for the cause of the 

mission . In the more modern formulations. human beings must "confront" aJl of 

Judaism to determine the mitzvot they themselves must observe. 

The theoretical body of literature eiamined here has been the foundation for the 

development of the major platforms of the movement. the rabbi's manuals which 

dictate the form and content of life cycle ceremonies. and the guides to religious 

observance. In the ne1t chapter we will eiamine these official documents and 
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publications in order to assess the impact of the theological trends noted in this 

chapter. 
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Chapter Two 

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE 

Our first chapter described the theologies of important Reform thin.ters with an 

emphasis on their theoretical conceptions of authority and mitzvol. In this chapter 

we move from the theoretical to the practical . We focus here on the application of 

theory to documents produced by the CCAR or. in some cases. by some of its 

individual members. We wiH first outline some of the general h istorical 

perspectives on the authority-freedom dialectic. ta.ten largely from CCAR 

Conference discussions and journal articles Then our study will e~amine documents 

of the movement: the platforms of 1885. 1937 and 1976, the several guides to 

religious observance, the rabbi 's manuals. and the responsa literature. 

Historical Bac.teround on the Issue of Authority 

From very early a feeling of dissatisfaction was felt by both the rabbinate and 

some sectors of the laity Rabbis expressed deep discontent with the religious 

picture of American Reform. For example, in 1898, Adolph Guttmacher spoke of 

spiritual malaise: 

Since we have abandoned some of the old landmar.ts. reverential 
awe has given place to a spirit of criticism that is cold and 
calculating and I has] not imbued. those who look to us for light and 
guidance. with that self-same spirit and attitude toward our faith .1 

Rabbi l. L. Leucht also noted the problem, remarking in 1902 that the perception of 

Reform Judaism had "gone down in this country beyond resurrection."2 

These comments suggest that the feeling e~isted that somehow the Reform 

movement had not succeeded. or that perhaps it had strayed from its original path . 

IGuttmacher. Adolph. "Modern Thought--Tendencies in Judaism," CCARYB. 8 0898) : 
151. 
2J. L. Leucht. "Discussion of the Jewish Religious School," CCARYB. 12 0902) : 196-
197. 
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An "identity crjsis" challenged the movement. Reform felt a need to defend its basis 

for validity. It needed more definition: What e:uclly did Reform st.and for? The 

problem at this stage was framed largely within the contei:t of the universalism-

particularism polarity. The universalist position was blamed. at least partially. for 

the difficulty the movement ei:perienced Lrying to maintain and develop its various 

positions. Rabbis more favorably incHned to particularism suggested that Reform 

re-direct itself by a return to a more specifically Jewish grounding. 

While the universalism-particularism question was the primary focus of 

attention in the earJy years of the Conference, our concentration is on the authority 

question which was budding at the same time. The root of the controversy has 

always been the Reform understanding of divine revelation. In contrast to 

traditional Jewish thinking which asserts that authority and power are rooted in the 

tradition as a manifestation of divine will. Reform thinkers have historically 

stressed the freedom of the individual. But freedom, eicept in one or two isolated 

ei:amples. has never been the sole principle revered by Reformers. Rather. a 

tension between authority and freedom has persisted throughout the history of the 

movement. The nature of the deliberations changed over time. as did the 

vocabulary, but the fundamental philosophical principles have remained constant. 

At the root of the issue are questions about the source of authority (the metzaveh ). 

and its boundaries. 

In l9'C9 Bernard j. Bamberger ei:pressed the essence of the great debate 

surrounding authority which had e1isted within the American Reform movement 

since its inception . He said: 

just as Reform Judaism chaJJenged the old concept of "Torah from 
heaven." so it rebeJJed against the absolute authority of Jewish law . 
. . Is the Reform Jew. as Jew, subject to any authority save his ~'Wn 
conscience. taste. or whim? . .. But who shaJJ decide what are the 
ethical and ritual duties of the Reform Jew? What standards shaJJ 
govern the procedures of the Reform synagogue? Can there be 
any communal or .national controls within our movement? . .. Our 
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most difficult task ... !isl lo establish the sou.rce of authority in 
libe.raf Jewish life ... . 3 

The p.roblem which Bamberger described was as l.rue befo.re he ulte.red these words 

as after. It has been, and continues lo be. a p.roblem of cent.raf importance for the 

Refo.rm movement. 

An early conception was that Reform should seek to gain cont.rol over the 

theological and .ritual anarchy which had g.rown out of the .rationalistic personality 

of the movement. Two paths lo this objective were proposed: synod and creed. These 

became .tey issues in the Conference th.rougbout the fi.rst decade of the new 

century. Synod and creed were seen as two sides of the same coin. A synod would 

invest the movement with a .religious legislative authority: a creed would give it a 

doct.rinaf basis. We noted in the first chapter that Isaac M. Wise was in favo.r of a 

creed for the Reform movement. In 1898 be suggested the idea to the CCAR: 

Permit me lo .reite.rate my old problem. to lay before the wo.rld a 
clear and comprehensive statement of the principles of Judaism-­
call them principles. dogmas. doctrines. precepts, or by any other 
name--but let the world .tnow clea.rly and distinctly what is the 
substance of Judaism .~ 

The sentiment ei:p.ressed by Solomon Sonneschein sums up the attitude of those 

favoring some type of formal guidance from the CCAR: "Liberty is not Hcense and 

independence is not i.odifference."5 That is. there are limits lo freedom . He.re Jimits 

were described in terms of prevention of anarchy: later arguments would calJ fo.r 

limits in te.rms of .responsibility. A CCAR committee was established to const.ruct a 

creed . 

This committee was Crust.rated in its attempts to complete its task and so decJa.red 

the formulation of a creed an impossibility. At fi.rst the committee tried to .revise its 

3Berna.rd J Bambe.rge.r. "Introduction." in Refo.rm Judaism: Essays by Hebrew Union 
ColJege Alumni (Cincinnati. 1~9). 23-36 . 
4Jsaac M. Wise. "President's Annual Add.ress." CCARYB . 8 (1898) : 16. 
5Solomon Sonneschein. "Judaism and its Religious Developments in the Nineteenth 
Century," CCARYB. 11 (1901) : 11~. 
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assignment. Forsaking a creed, it set out instead to prepare a wort on the 

fundamentaJ 

principJes of Jewish theoJogy. It proposed a collection of essays by different 

schoJars. aJJ experts in the fieJd. Three years Jater only a smaJJ number of the essays 

had been "Written. and the committee fina.Jly substituted Kaufmann J::ohler's boot 

Jewish Theology. Systematically and Historically Considered in Jieu of a committee-

prepared creed.6 

The sentiment of the Conference during these early years was generaJly against a 

synod and/or creed. Many arguments were presented. As there was no consensus 

on the matter. it was feared that a creed might fragment the Conference. There was 

the feeling that a creed would arbitrarily elevate some aspects of Reform's 

development to an undeserved status while neglecting others. That could lead to the 

erroneous conclusion that unmentioned subjects were of no importance. Another 

factor was the Conference's commitment to the rights of the individual. At this 

relatively early stage in the dissassociation of Reform from Orthodoxy and the 

Shulchan Aruch. the rabbis were presumably fiercely dedicated to preserving this 

value. There was no desire to find a substitute for rabbinic legislation . Reform 

understood itself as a process. not as a static entity. A creed would jeopardize this 

characteristic of the movement. In fact. the notion of process remained primary 

throughout the history of the movement and would influence every document it 

produced. 

A little later. from about 191 J until 1918. the Conference sidestepped the issue of 

creed and Jocated authority in the process of history.7 Religious vaJidity was 

thought to be found in the historicaJ experience. so that the past could serve as the 

6see Reports of the Committee on the Elaboration of a Systematic Theofogy, CCARYB 
18 (1908) : 111-112; 21 (1911) : 75-76: and 28 (1918): 111-113. 
'Milton Ma12. "American Reform Judaism 1890-1937" (Rabbinic thesis. HUC- JIR. 
1952). 71. 
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basis of orientation toward the future. This conception. too . has remained an 

integral part of Reform thinking . 

The synod was conceived as a body of rabbis and Jay people convoked to fi1 

definitely the principle and practice for modern Judaism. As mentioned in our first 

chapter, Isaac M. Wise strongly advocated the establishment of a synod. He 

encouraged a body vested with coercive power that would arrive at unanimous 

decisions which could then become Jaw .8 The results of a synod would be in creased 

uniformity and decreased anarchy in belief and ritual: 

Reforms. if they should ei:ercise a salutary influence. must come 
from the people and must satisfy the demands of the people. they 
must be le11a1Jy Jewish . and must not have the tendency of ncitinti 
suspicion or disunion amonti ourselves; they must tend toward 
elevating Judaism . . . . 9 

The CCAR heard two pleas in favor of a synod in 1903. Jacob Voorsan 11er proposed 

a synod lo consider both relitiious and political matters. I 0 His argument focused on 

disagreements concerning Shabbat observance. which had become deadlocked in 

the union. but was supported by the Kishinev massacres of that year which 

threatened the Jives of European Jews and consequently caJJed for unity among 

American Jewry The other conception. that of Rabbi Silverman. was that a synod 

was desirable to decide theological issues. He put forth a Jist of su nested topics for 

consideration by a synod. incJudinti the determination of definite articles of Jewish 

theology, how to further Shabbat observance. the best methods of electing rabbis. 

the best methods of gaining the unaffiliated. intermarriage. proselytism. and 

cremation . J I 

A vote taken on the synod issue at the 190'4 CCAR convention . was, in the words of 

Solomon B. Freehof. "so inconclusive that the Conference did not take final action 

8Heller, Wise. 57'4. 
9.1.b.Ui .. 573. 
10"Report of Sabbath Commission." CCARYB . 13 0903) : 153-155. 
l l"Message of President Joseph Silverman," CCARYB . 13 (1903) : 26-28. 
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and the subject never came up again ." 12 The essential implications of a synod have 

remained problematic throushout the history of the Reform movement. as rabbis 

and lay people alike have consistently halted at the idea of any type of Reform 

legislation . No synod was ever established, but the issue did re-emerge in t.he sixties 

CFreehofs remark, made in l~l. was premature). The publication of the several 

manuals to Reform practice have consistently portrayed their role as strictly 

advisory. never compulsory . 

Discontent remained within the movement and even increased in the l930's . The 

discord became focused on ceremony and ritual as the Reform movement's ranks 

swelled with Eastern European immi11rants. These Jews brought their Jove of 

ceremonialism and symbolism into the movement when they became more active in 

it. Both laity and rabbis began to feel that Reform Judaism Jacked something both in 

ritual and in the general attitude of Reform toward Jewish life . This "Jack of 

something" was a direct reflection of the Pittsburgh Platform which downplayed the 

importance of ritual . Much symbolism and ceremonial.ism had been rejected by 

Reform Jews. In the l930's, however. the wisdom of this attitude was questioned . 

Some felt that perhaps the lack of ceremony contributed to the disinterest in 

Judaism among Reform congregations. One rabbi. Jacob D. Schwartz. observed: 

In a word . indifference Jed lo neglect. neglect led lo disuse. disuse 
was followed by ignorance. and as a .result. the beauty, sanctity and 
in fluence of the Jewish home have become grievously impaired.13 

1.n 1931 Samuel Gup spoke at length before the CCAR. He urged the "practice of 

relevant ceremonials and the forging of .new ceremoniaJs so as to enrich the 

emotional content of Reform Judaism." He sensed that CCAR advocacy of .religious 

practice would 

12Solomon B. Freehof. "A Code of Ceremonial and Ritual Practice." CCARYB . 51 09-tl ): 
290. 
13Matz. "Ame.rkan Reform Judaism." 25. 
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bring Reform Jewry closer to the heart of the people of Israel. It 
would weave ceremonial ties with the life of lhe whole people. 
Some of the estrangement now nisting . .. is due to the needless 
casting aside of much that was beautiful and accepted i.n Jewish 
ceremonial. As a step toward Jewish unity, a renaissance of 
ceremonialism is indispensable .1 'i 

Of particular interest i.n Gup's remark is his mention of Jewish unity. While Gup 

himself did nol ascribe any authority lo the ideal of Jewish unity. il would 

eventually become a critical factor in the authority debate. Then the question would 

be: Does the attainment of Jewish unity depend on or require certain standards of 

behavior for all Reform Jews? 

In general. the Reform movement was very much influenced by those who 

wanted more ceremony. This resolution was passed in 1937 by the UAHC: 

Whereas. Reform Jewish worship has allowed many symbols. 
customs. etc .. of traditional worship lo fall into disuse; and Whereas. 
It is the sense of this Convention that many of these forms should 
be re-introduced : 

Now . therefore . Be It Resolved. That this Convention recommend to 
its constituent congregations. and to all Reform Jewish 
Congregations. that into its Sabbath Services he put, and made a 
part thereof. traditional symbols, ceremonies and customs. 1.5 

This resolution points to the .new tendency in Reform to recognize Jewish 

tradition as a guide and source from which lo select practice. Yet. lhe language used 

is instructive . The Union feJt it necessary lo pass a resolution. but merely 

"recommended" the inclusion of "traditional symbols. ceremonies and customs." It is 

interesting to note that. despite the many pleas for codes and guides. the rabbis have 

always been. and continue to be . in total agreement about the authority of any such 

document. Throughout history. S<lme have believed Reform Jews to be in need of 

guidance . but few ever suggested. nor would have tolerated. anythiD g even 

resembli.n g compulsion . Therefore the fundamental question. eternally 

l'iSamueJ M. Gup. "Currents in Jewish Relgious Thought and Llfe in America in the 
Twentieth Century." CCARYB . .fl 0931) : 312. 
l5Scotl, "Classical Reform to Neo-Reform." 26. 
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unanswered, has been, "By what right does any group of Reform Jews tell any other 

group of Reform Jews that they must do something and what they ought to do?" Two 

es:ampJes of typical arguments follow, both taken from discussions heJd in the l 960's. 

but ahistoricaJ in that they have remained essentially unchanged since the dawn of 

Reform Judaism. As an e:s:ampJe of the "majority opinion" in this matter. we note a 

particularly creative Conference sermon by Rabbi Morris Lieberman in 196.of which 

pointed to two areas deserving the attention of the Reform rabbinate. He fell that 

the limes called for rabbinical direction regarding Jewish Jiving as a correction for 

"anarchy," yet he stressed. "there would be no sanctions or penaJties. Those who 

would reject the rabbinic recommendations would not be considered sinners . . .. " 16 

The "minority opinion" in this debate was in favor of a strict. enforced code. One 

ei:ample of this type of thinking is found in an article by Rabbi Joseph E. Klein that 

mentions the revised CCAR Rabbi 's Manual of 1961. The new version of the manual 

included a "Notes" section very much in line with mainstream Reform philosophy 

regarding authority . The introduction lo the "Notes" slated, "Reform Judaism rejects 

the concept of a fi1ed authority derived from supernatural revelation," thus it makes 

"no claim either lo completeness or to absolute aulhority ."17 Klein disagreed with 

the position presented in the manual. Instead. he favored authoritarianism· 

There is not even a code of conduct for rabbis. Rabbis may violate 
without impunity any tradition of Judaism that is not prohibited by 
civil law .... the only law Reform Judaism knows today is ... "Every 
man does what is right in his own eyes." ... IL is an astonishing 
thing that a movement which arrogated to itself the wisdom and 
authority to unmake and abrogate the laws of both the Bible and 
the Talmud should consider itself unable to lay down rules and 
regulations for disciplining the followers of the movement in their 
religious life. What the introduction lo the "Notes" says in effect is 
that Reform Judaism offers nothing that may be caJled law or 
commandment .... Everyone may do whatever he pleases . . . . This 
certainly is not Judaism. It is not even Reform Judaism! This kind 

16Morris Lieberman. "Learning from Moshe Rabbenu," CCARYB. 7'4 096'4): ·H. 
l7CCAR, Rabbi 's Manual (New York. 1961 ), 109. 
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of so-called Judaism is a soulless misrepresentation of a great 
tradition and faith .... 18 

Klein urged a return lo the principle of la• and lo the development of a code and 

liturgy based on it. 

Samuel Cohon, the most influential Reform thinker of the 1930's and 40's. was in 

favor of some sort of code. He believed that if Reform were to folJow the earlier 

phases of the evolution of Judaism. its beliefs. ideals and standards needed to he 

translated into definite forms and embodied into a code. He noted. "Reform no Jess 

than OrthodoIY must make demands upon us if it is to evo.te the best within us." 19 

The Columbus Platform. put forth in 1937. and authored mainly by Cohon. is read 

by many lo be more sympathetic to rituaJ than the Pittsburgh Platform. The 

language of the Columbus platform is altogether more direct than that of Pittsburgh . 

Words and phrases implying obligation for religious practice are used. An entitity 

caJled "Jewish life" received a new sense of authority; the platform stales that Jewish 

life calls for the performance of certain practices. Ritual practice was explicitly 

encouraged by the movement. and this endorsement was treated very seriously . The 

Platform did. in fact. usher in a new era of ceremonialism. and a new age for 

Reform: Classical Reform blossomed into Neo-Reform. In time this favorable 

attitude toward ritual. joined with the relatively weak stand on authority. would 

become characteristic for the Reform movement. But there is no question that the 

stage was set for these developments by the Columbus Platform. 

The Committee on Ceremonies wor.ted diligently in the 1930's and 40's to provide 

ritual objects and services for use by congregations and/or individuals . The stated 

purpose of that committee was to "encourage and stimulate experimentation in our 

congregations for the revival of old and the introduction of new ceremonies in the 

synagog and to make concrete suggestions lo the congregations for the introduction 

18 Joseph E. Klein. "The Covenant and Confirmation," CCAR I. 13 (June 1966) : 28-30. 
19Sa.mue1 S. Cohon. "Authority in Judaism," H.!KA, 11C1936):593. 
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of such ceremonies." By way of nample, lhey prepared enhanced Torah services 

and devised a trumpet moulhpiece for lhe shofar which encouraged the sounding of 

a real shofar (as opposed to a horn) on Rosh Hash an ah. The committee prepared a 

Purim service and an abridged and illuminated version of the Megillah. Five 

congregations used the material tD hold synagogue services on Purim in 1939. In 

comparison. 85 congregations did so in 19'C0.20 A l9'C5 report of the joint Statement 

on Ceremonies in the Reform Synagogue was issued over the signatures of the CCAR 

and UAHC. The statement listed nineteen ceremonies and ceremonial objects which 

had been produced by the Committee and which had begun tD be implemented in 

UAHC congregations 21 

It is clear that there was considerable interest within the movement in in creased 

ritual observance in the 194'0 's and 50's. But just how far did this interest go? 

Members of the CCAR asked themselves if increased ritual should become normative 

for Reform practice? Thus. the increase in ritual observance was accompanied by 

renewed discussions of the code issue. In the 19"40 Presidential Message. Rabbi Emil 

W. Leipziger recommended that a paper be placed on the program "as soon as 

possible" devoted to the feasibility and advisability of drawing up a Code of Practice. 

Leipziger's urgency was presumably due to his perception that the issue was 

"agitating the minds" of many of the younger rabbis. Leipziger's intention. 

however, was tD quell discussion of the issue. He himself resisted any authoritarian 

trends 22 

20Report of Committee on Ceremonies," CCARYB, 50 (19'CO): 22. 
2 lscoll, "Classical Reform to Neo-Reform." 35-"42 See also CCARYB reports of 
Committee on Ceremonies for the 19"40's and l~o·s. 
22£mi1 W. Leipziger. "Report of the President." CCARYB. 50 ( 19'CO) : 22. Leipziger's 
recommendation followed the one by the EJ:ecutive Board regarding the immediate 
drawing up of a Code of Practice by the Syn~og and Community committee. See 
.IJlli!.' 30-31. 
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The lensthy and detailed report of the Committee on the Synagog and the 

Community for 19-41 made no mention of a code of p.ractice.23 despite the paper 

delivered by Solomon Freehof on that topic at the convention . Freehof was opposed 

to the creation of an authoritative code, referring to earlier Conference rejections 

of a synod. He was reluctant to consider Reform practice as law. Rather. ceremonial 

and ritual matters were viewed as custom; custom which was continuaUy in the 

process of evolution . He look up the issue of Jewish observance "step by step." 

making "definite suggestions" about which Jewish observances should reject and 

which shouJd receive "more positive aclion."21 For eiample , he advocated doing 

nothing about the dietary laws. not sathering ritual ceremonies into any one book, 

leaving synagogue observances to the prayerbook. and publishing all .responsa 

every Len years. He was in favor of drawing up a clear-cut code regarding 

marriage, divorce , and conversion . 

As mentioned above . there is a difference between authoritarianism and 

guidance . By this time many believed that Jews could and should be guided by 

knowledgeable and concerned rabbis. And most agreed that no one could or should 

insist this guidance be carried out. ln 1950. CCAR president Jacob Rader Marcus 

favored a guide to religious practice . He said. "It is time to set down [Reform's own 

Torah sheb'al peh] in black and white . We do stand for something . The rabbis need 

this guidance. God knows the laymen need it .. .. It is imperative, in my opinion. 

that we proceed to the formulation and publication of the practices of our Liberal 

faith ." Marcus .recommended that the Conference appoint a committee to draft an 

"extensive and detailed blueprint of Liberal Jewish practice. in all its aspects.''25 

Marcus .requested that the work of the committee be sent to the members of the 

23''Report of Committee on the Synagog and the Community ." CCARYB . '.51 (<fl) : 78-84 
24f reehof. "A Code of Ceremonial and RituaJ Practice." 293-29-4. 
25jacob R. Marcus. "President's Message," CCARYB . 60 (1<)50) : 239--240 . 
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CCAR. and that it be discussed at the ne:1t convention . The report of the 

administrative secretary, which chronicled action sanctioned by the Conference. did 

not include a recommendation that a committee be appointed to carry out Marcus's 

wishes. 26 

The openness of the movement to ritual, and to the work of the committee on 

ceremonies. is indicative of the positive attitude of both the Reform rabbinate and 

the laity toward ritual. regardless of the terminology used . The arguments in favor 

of codes and/or guides cited thus far have not used the language of law or "mitzvah ." 

Freeh of. in 19'C6, appears lo be one of the first lo do so: 

Judaism was formed by law and has lived by law ... Reform must 
come to an understanding with the law or at least must define 
clearly its own relation to it. There is a growing interest 
amongst us for greater uniformity in practice and observance in 
our Reform movement. ... Must we not review the concept of 
mitzva. of Torah . and thus attain orderliness and consistency and 
authority in our Reform Jewish 1ife?27 

This recommendation for orderliness. consistency and authority--mitzvah--was not 

intended to discourage or petrify creativity, what Freehof called "the precious 

inheritance" of Reform.28 

Another early reference to "mitzvah" was made by Morton Berman. moderator of 

a 19'.H vor.tshop held by the CCAR on changes in Reform Jewish practice He 

refered here to contemporary studies conducted by the National Federation of 

Temple Brotherhoods on ritual practice among the members of the movement· 

The day has passed when we need any longer speak of 'trends' in 
Reform practice. The surveys . .. provide ample proof that nearly 
all of the Reform congregations have accepted practices. whether 
we call them mitzvoth . obvservances, customs, or ceremonies. as an 
integral. indispensable part of Reform Jewish life . . . . 29 

26"Report of the Administrative Secretary," .IJWl., 28-37. 
27Solomon B. Freehof. "Reform Judaism and the Halacha." CCARYB. 56 C19'C6) : 278 . 
2B.IJ2.Ul .. 282-292. 
29"Report on Workshop on Cha.nges in Reform Jewish Practice," CCARYB . 6-4 ( 195-4) . 
125. 



Abba Hillel Silver and Solomon B. Freehof. "elders" of the 1963 CCAR convention. 

reminisced about the state of the movement. Freehof offered sociological 

explanations for the reappearance of ritual. an issue he and Silver had considered 

already settled. He fell that. with the growth of the movement since World War Two, 

"almost every congregation has three quarters of its members related to Orthodox 

grandfathers .... We have become. i.n our family lines, reintegrated in OrthodoI 

Jives. and that. of course. has affected the type of observances i.n our 

congregations." Freehof did .not call these observances "mitzvot." "That means." he 

said. "if the time comes when we consider any one of these changes as harmful lo us. 

we will .not hesitate lo drop what we have picked up . . . . 30 

Jn 1960 the CCAR Journal held a special symposium entitled "Jn Quest of a 

Reform Jewish Theology" which raised issues which have proven central in the 

authority-freedom debate within Reform One of the participants. Leonard S. 

Kravitz. addressed the problem of revelation . He wrote : 

Attempts were made in the past lo retain the term while emptying 
it of its traditional content . . . . However. if J determine by means of 
my present value system that which I think God said in the past . 
what need is there for the past word of God? . .. 31 

Kravitz's most critical contention was that religious practice should be understood as 

a theological issue. He asked a question of profound importance: Were there 

commandments or not? 

God. too. was a primary consideration in this ongoing discussion . What . if 

anything . had God commanded? If God commanded. were Reform Jews (or aU human 

beings?) obligated to obey? EmH Fackenheim. a philosopher whose thinking has 

influenced many Reform Jews. believed God to be at the root of the question of 

30solomon B Freehof and Abba Hillel Silver, "Symposium : The American Rabbinate 
in our Lifetime." CCARYB. 73 (1963) : 177. 
31Leo.nard S. Kravitz, "Some Probems of a 'Liberal' Jewish TheoJogy," CCAR I. 8 (April 
1960) : 14'. 
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authority. ln fact. he declared that a choice must be made between autonomy and 

Judaism. The two. i.D his mind, cannot co-e:s:ist: 

If the Jewish past is to have authority for the liberal Jew. then this 
past cannot be a merely human past, however great . . . . it is &fter 
a.11 a covenant between Jew and God. Hence he stands under ... the 
authority of God . ... 32 

Other thinkers. notably Eugene B. Borowitz. spoke of a covenant between Jews and 

God which was to play a primary role in human decisions regarding religious 

practice. Borowitz also believed in the primacy and authority of tradition . He. 

however. placed ultimate authority with the liberal Jew, provided thats/he dissented 

only after "encountering" Jewish tradition in a direct and unprejudiced manner.33 

Rabbi Sylvin Wolf made an important observation when he noted that between 

I 960 and 1975 the CCAR discussed authority primarily within the contexts of 

halachah and religious observance .H The word "mitzvah" eventuaJly met with 

acceptance by both rabbis and lay people . In contrast. the term "halachah" has met 

with considerable ambivalence. and even resistance by many Reform rabbis. 

including the most traditional among them. Several explanations may be offered for 

this phenomenon . The legal connotation of "halachah" seems to be at the crux of 

the matter. Reform Jews. even those advocating a "Reform Halachah." are aware 

that their understanding of the term is not consonant with the traditional meaning 

Thus, the "authenticity" issue re-emerges: Can a Reform Jew really use "halachah" 

in a "meaningful" (legitimate. valid) way? And. too, there is the recurrent problem 

of whether or not any authority is appropriate for Reform . The legal nature of the 

word makes this question even more difficult to anS'tr'er within a Reform context. 

32Emil Fackenheim. "The Dilemma of Liberal judasim : The Problem of Authority," in 
Quest for Past and Future: Essays in Jewish Theology (BloominMton. 1969). 131. 
33Borowitz puts forth this position in several places. See. for enmple. the CCAR's 
1963 symposium on theology, in which Borowitz spoke on "faith and Method in 
Modern Jewish Theology," CCARYB. 73 (1963). 215-228. 
31Sylvin L. Wolf. "Reform judasim as Process: A Study of the CCAR. 1960-197Y 
(Master's thesis, St. Louis University. 1978). 95. 
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The increased use of the term suggests, to some extent. a corresponding increase in 

the acceptance of the concept of legalism. We wiH nplore this major attitudinal 

change in our finaJ chapter. 

In light of the tension surrounding the concept of balachah. it is interesting to 

note the resolution adopted by the Ei:ecutive Board of the CCAR in 1972, caHing for 

"men with .knowledge of Halacbah and of traditional sources to sit on committees" of 

the CCAR.35 The Conference also held a "Chug on Halacba" during its 1983 

convention One participant. Martin Rozenberg. claimed that Reform bad an 

"organic relationship" with balachab . He felt that if Reform Jews did not recognize 

this. they would sever themselves from Jewish history . "To he a Jew." for Rozenberg , 

means to be "Mitzvah-ohserving and doing "36 

In 1975 a "showdown" on "Religious Discipline and Liberal Judaism" featuring 

Rabbis Eugene Mihaly and Gunther Plaut was held at the CCAR convention . Plaut 

was convinced that the permissiveness of the Reform rabbinate had been a mistake . 

He fell that people wanted guidance and that the rabbis should provide it. He saw 

liltle evidence of a conscious. observable . Jewish lifestyle among Reform Jews 

There was no sense of obligation or responsibility . Plaut suggested guidance was in 

order. 

Guidance we must give; this is what our people seek and need . I do 
not .know what terminology wiJl ultimately arise from our efforts. 
Some will prefer to use the term mitzvah, which transmits to Jews 
the traditional sense that something is demanded of them. or we 
might invest hovah , duty . with a sense of urgency . But whether it 
be mitzvah or hovah . both convey to Jews that being Jewish they 
are commanded. that their freedom is limited and not total. . . . 

None of us Rabbis who has attempted to speak of this to his 
members has ever dreamt of forcing anyone to do anything . But 
people are hungry, they want opportunities. and we in turn must 
say to them. "Here are your opportunites of mitzvah ." . . . We must 

3.5"Minutes of the Executive Board Meeting of the CCAR." June 15. 1972 in Wolf. 
"Reform Judaism as Process." 183-18.f . 
36Martin Rozenberg. "Chug on HaJacha." CCARYB. 83 (1973): 150-151. 
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give our peopJe choices and opportunities and above aJJ Jewish 
information, so that they can make these choices inteJJigently and 
in the freedom which is theirs .... 

In whose name 'Will such guidance be issued? Jn the name of 
Rabbis 'Who pray that their guidance may Jead Je'Ws to meet their 
God. When we speat of mitzvah or hovah may we not hope that in 
the doing a Jew wiH meet the God of the Covenant? . . . We can say . . 
. "being a Jew I live in the conte1t of some obJigation" . . . we cannot 
accept the Halacha of tradition. hut we must relate to it. We can 
veto it. but we cannot ovet'loot H as if it did not e1ist. Reform is 
Jewish continuity, not discontinuity_ We do not. we dare not. go it 
alone_ ... 37 

There are several somewhat puzzling elements in this statement PJaut was 

undoubtedly in favor of rabbinical guidance for congregants_ He was, however. 

hesitant about what to caJJ this guidance, suggesting both "mitzvah" and "hovah." 

Note. too, his unusual definition of mitzvah as "opportunity." which seems to connote 

choice. as weJJ as his e1pJicit statements promoting choice _ In the ne1t paragraph 

PJaut uses the word "obligation," hut immediateJy softens its meaning with the 

addition of '"we cannot accept the Halacha of tradition. but we must relate to it." The 

sum total of this statement seems to he more lenient than strict; guidance shouJd take 

the form of persuasion rather th an coercion . 

Eugene MihaJy's speech was a poetic pJea for the recognition of the validity . the 

"authenticity." of Reform Judaism . (We wiJl have more to say about this e1change 

between schoJars in our third chapter_) Here we will simply note the essence of 

Mihaly's argument. which was not opposed to the concept of halachah . In fact. 

Mihaly reiterated a phrase he had uttered previously before the CCAR. "there is no 

Judaism without Halachah _"38 Yet. Mihaly was not pre-occupied with the source of 

authority He contended that modern rabbis must continue the ancient rabbinic 

tradition of responding lo their own age . 

37w Gunther Plaut. in "ReJigious Discipline and Liberal Judaism," CCARYB. 85 0 975 l 
: 193-19~ . 
38Eugene Mihaly, jn "Religious Discipline and Liberal Judaism," 179. His reference 
is to his 195~ Conference address. 
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The authority is tbe individual rabbi . By granting the individual 
dedicated Rabbi the authority to define "the way," we are risking-­
more. we are inviting--a gamut of responses and attitudes. But this 
is the price, or. as I perceive it. the reward of freedom. Some may 
calJ it hefkurut (anarchy )- -another one of those emotive terms 
empty of content. Or it may he seen as a creative diversity .... The 
freedom of the individuaJ Rabbi is viabJe as Jong as the essential 
conte:it is present. The indispensable broad consensus is that we 
are aJJ committed to face and to struggle with the historic Jewish 
ei:perience as a significant factor in defining the Jewish "way." As 
Ion g as that essential element is present. the response wiJJ he an 
authenticaJly Jewish one.39 

Rabbi jack Stern. Jr .. respondent in the debate . observed that both Plaut and Mihaly 

advocated a middle ground. including obligations and autonomy. imperatives ill 

options. He sensed that there was not as much disagreement as agreement between 

the two positions Plaut favored the voice of authority to emanate from the 

movement as a unified whole. while Mihaly preferred it to reside with the individual 

rabbi 10 

By this time. M75. there appeared to be consensus among most of the CCAR 

membership regarding some sort of plan for enhanced Jewish Jiving . Some rabbis 

dissented "With respect Lo the ei:tent of the program. while others with the weight of 

individual autonomy "versus" the authority of Jewish tradition . Yet. they alJ seemed 

to agree that programs he produced to help Reform Jews integrate Judaism more 

completely into their lives and that it was their responsibility to "encourage" this 

type of programming . facept for a few isolated individuals. the rabbis favored 

neither total autonomy nor a fii:ed authoritative and binding code . 

By the l980's the matter seems to he more or Jess settled. An occasional argument 

against coJJective. "official" rabbinical guidance wiJJ stilJ be heard. but this is surely 

not the norm . Most Reform Jews have accepted the idea of individual rahbinicaJ 

guidance as one facet of the modern rabbi's job description . Much of the discomfort 

with traditional vocabulary seems to have vanished. Reform Jews speak freely of 

39Jbid .. 17-C-181. 
40 jack J Stern . Jr .. in "Religious Discipline and Liberal Judaism." 185-186. 

69 



mitzvot, presumably each with his/her own understanding of the term. As noted 

above, while the word "mitzvah" has become a commonplace, the Reform community 

still struggles with "halachah." Mitzvot have been accepted; halachah. Reform or 

otherwise. has not. 

Increased. or at least enhanced, religious practice seems to be at the top of the list 

of rabbis' agendas for their congregants. The leader of Reform Judaism in Amerka . 

UAHC president Rabbi Alexander Schindler, zeroed in on this aspect of Reform 

Jewish life in his 1987 Biennial address. He stated the need for American Reform 

Jews to "pursue the holy, for its quest defines our essential task as Jews." To meet 

this goaJ . Schindler urged embracing Judaism 

as a serious religious enterprise . . . a manner of living . .. an 
approach to the world that makes demands upon its adherents We 
must add meaning to label and substance to form ; we must 
recapture the sense of totality in Judaism. lhe life built upon the 
performance of mitzvot. without surrendering the modern notion 
of personal autonomy that we have made our hallmark. The w ord 
mitzva must become habitual in our lives. no longer used only to 
describe a minor benefaction or our child 's 13th birthday. For as 
Leo Baeck tau11ht: 'Our deeds open up the gates through which the 
floods of the Divine enter human Jife .' <t I 

Schindler equated a life of holiness with a life of mitzvot and advocated the notion of 

a fully Jewish life. but stressed the necessity of balancing these obligations with 

personal autonomy . 

The movement as a whole presently appears to stress an "encounter with 

tradition." to use Eugene Borowil2's terminology. rather than a wholesale return 

This position is very much in keepinR with the historical Reform position of 

"process.'' The new emphasis. however, is on tradition as one (important and 

powerful, but nonetheless only ~) source of authority . The freedom of the 

individual is confined by an obligation to confront the tradition . 

41 Aleunder Schindler. "Presidential Address." presented at the Fifty-Ninth General 
Assembly of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations. held in Chicago. October 
29-November 3. 1987. p . 1'4 . 
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Much bas cban8ed within the Reform movement. but much has remained the 

same. Our task at present is to e:s:amine the documents produced by the CCAR 

collectively (as welJ as the work of several individuals) to determine their 

understanding of mitzvah and authority . We will begin with the platforms and then 

proceed to the guides. responsa literature. and rabbi's manuals. These documents 

articulate the different positions of the CCAR with respect to authority and mitzvah . 

The Platforms 

The Pittsbur1.h Platfor• (Ill~) 

The appearance of the Pittsburgh Platform pre-dated the establishment of the 

CCAR by four years. It vas never formally adopted as the official statement of the 

Reform movement. although it was incorporated into the philosophy of the 

movement . It bas been universaUy accepted as the fundamental statement of 

Classical Reform Judaism As such. the Pittsburgh Platform defined the position of 

the CCAR. at least formally. until 1937. Thal year the Conference adopted the neit 

platform. the Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism. also known as the Columbus 

Platform 

The chief architect of the Pittsburgh Platform was Kaufmann Kobler. whose 

theology we discussed in Chapter One . It is appropriate to include here some of his 

rabbinical es:pedence as background to the discussion of the platform. for surely it 

influenced his document. In addition. a familiarity with some of bis positions will 

help in the understanding of the platform. 

Shortly after he became rabbi of Temple Beth El in New York. Kobler met his 

match with the arrival in the United States of tradilionaJly-oriented and anti­

Reform Rabbi Ale:s:ander Kohut. Kohut was vehement in his criticism of Radical 

Reform. His blasts stimulated other canservative voices to be raised in opposition to 

Reform. In response. Kohler delivered a series of sermons later published in a 
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collection entitled Backward or Forward. In these sermons Kohler described his 

version of the difference between Orthodoxy, which he claimed looked backward 

and "subsistledl on the merits of our forefathers," a.nd Reform. which looked 

forward, whose "golden era lies not behind but before us." The questions Kohler 

believed Judaism must answer i.ncJuded whether Jews must "observe aU of the 

meaningless practices of the past" or whether they should "replace them by 

doctrines that are in keeping with the spirit of our age . Is Judaism to be only a 

sacred mummy. or a fountain of 1ife?"'i2 Kohler opposed what he caUed 

"Orientalism," his term for the refusal of Orthodoxy to recognize that, while truth 

began in the East. Western ideas were on a higher plane and set higher standards 

for life . Orthodoxy still adhered to the customs of the Orient: 

OrientaJism characterizes its divine service and stiU shapes its 
marriage and divorce laws. its whole JegaJ attitude to woman . 
Reform Judaism. on the other hand, insists on the recognition of 
the demands of Occidental cultures.'i3 

The Pittsburgh Conference was caJled by Kaufmann Kohler largely as a result of 

his battle with Rabbi Alexander Kohut. His intention was to clarify Reform position5 

and unite Reform rabbis. He invited 

all such American rabbis as arlvocate reform and progress and are 
in favor of united action in aU mailers pertaining to the welfare of 
American Judaism to meet. . . for the purpose of discussing the 
present sla1e of American Judaism , its pending issues and its 
regulations. and of uniting upon such plans and practical 
measures . . . . 44 

At the Conference of .nineteen rabbis. Kohler delivered a paper in which he 

declared it time to raUy Reform forces and consolidate. build. He stressed the need 

" 2Kaufmann Kohler. Backward or Forward. in Robert J Mar.1. "Kaufmann Kohler as 
Reformer" (Rabbinic thesis. HUC-JIR. 195 0. 39-<f2 . 
13Jbid .. <f2 . 
<11"Proceedings of the PHtsburgh Platform." in Walter Jacob. ed .. The Changing 
World of Reform Judaism: The Pittsbunh Platform jn Retrospect (PittsburRh. 198~) . 
91 - 92. 
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for promulgating a platform of principles to combat charges of anarchy and 

arbitrariness: 

. .. a platform broad. comprehensive, enlightened and liberal 
enough to impress and win all hearts. and also firm and positive 
enough to dispel suspicion and reproach of agnostic tendencies, or 
of discontinuing the historical thread of the past 45 

Kohler submitted a tentative platform of ten points to a committee of five 

convened to decide the points which would be discussed and to classify them. Some 

minor changes were made For eiample. the committee removed Kohler 's reference 

to "divine revelation." and he objected Discussion "settled" the matter with all 

recognizing that the problem was the ambiguity of the word itself. but aJJ agreeing 

with "the principle of successive Divine revelation as an historical fact ."46 

Paragraphs three and four of the final document are of primary concern to us 

here 

Third. We recognize in the Mosaic legislation a system of training 
the Jewish people for its mission during its national Jif e in 
Palestine. and today we accept as binding only the moral Jaws and 
maintain only such ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our Jives. 
but reject aJJ such as are not adapted to the views and habits of 
modern civilization . 

Fourth We hold that aJI such Mosaic and Rabbinicial laws as 
regulate diet. priestly purity, and dress originated in ages and 
under the influence of ideas altogether foreign to our present 
mental and spiritual state . They fail to impress the modern Jew 
with a spirit of priestly holiness. their observance in our day is apt 
rather to obstruct than to further modern spiritual elevation .<t7 

Rejection of divine revelation and its concomitant authority left Reform with 

only subjective authority . The authors of the platform and the religious leaders of 

the time e1cercised this authority. The platform reflects this perspective by its use 

of the phrases. "We recognize" and "We hold ." Thus. these paragraphs reflect the 

philosophies of the leaders of the Lime The Reform rabbis of the late nineteenth 

45yr..;·,;i ~ .. 93-9.of. 
461.hld_., 109-110. 
47Ibid .. 108. 
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century believed that Biblical legislation was intended for one particular time 

period only. It corresponded to "What can be compared to the childhood of the 

Jewish people, and therefore no longer applied to Jewish life, as there "Was no longer 

a "national life in Palestine." Paragraph three states unequivocaJJy that only the 

moral law of the Bible is to be regarded as binding . This type of legislation 

corresponded to the more mature stage in the development of Israel. This meant that 

much of Jewish tradition was understood to be primitive. Only the moral law was 

timeless and eternally valid . 

Most important to the framers of the Pittsburgh Platform "Was the the Jew's 

spiritual elevation. Ceremonies which possessed the power to "elevate and sanctify" 

the human condition were welcomed, those which could not should be abandoned. 

The emphasis was on religion. to the eicJusion of Jewish peoplehood or culture. This 

preference also may be seen in the prayerbooks and rabbi's manuals from the 

period . And. too, reason was held dear to the framers of the Pittsburgh Platform and 

their contemporaries. Practices regarded as irrational were discarded 

Paragraph four continued in the same vein. The Pittsburgh Platform made 

relevance the basic criterion for acceptance of any particular custom . Certain 

"Mosaic and Rabbinical laws" were declared "altogether foreign " to current 

standards and sensibilities and as hindrances to the spirituality of Reform Jews. 

Kashrut, for eiample. was best not observed. This paragraph is of particular interest 

both because it declares certain Jewish practices unimportant, even 

counterproductive. and because its tone is almost one of prohibition. The language 

is very strong in its opposition to traditional ritual behaviors. Of course. the 

movement has never considered itself to he a legislative body capable of imposing its 

will. This does not. however , diminish the importance of the tone of this document. 

It was influential in policy formation. production of liturgy, social action , and the 
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setting of ritual standards (e .g .. circumcision for male converts) for the nest 50 

years.'48 

Some have understood the Pittsburgh Platform differently. Walter Jacob analyzed 

the Pittsburgh Platform and its influence one hundred years after its acceptance 

He argued t.hat. "although the American Reform rabbinate would not be bound by 

the rabbinic past. it would always consider it seriously and be guided by it. An 

antinomian stand was advocated by some. but the majority accepted halakbic 

guidance."49 Phillip Sigal concurred. Looking at the Pittsburgh Platform from a 

Conservative viewpoint. Sigal maintained. "what the Pittsburgh Platform advocated 

in 1885 was vell in accord with the historic halakhic process."50 Regarding its 

position on the priestly and sacrificial system. he commented that the "Pittsburgh 

Conference was merely writing amen to history . . . . it is many years since the 

Conservative Movement Joo.ked aside at kohanim going to cemeteries. marrying 

divorced or converted women, and whether or not they are called first to the 

Torah "51 

Despite what these commentators have said in retrospect about the platform. it did 

initiate a period of Reform history characterized by its disinterest in ritual. Jewish 

tradition. and ceremony. This position was never accepted unanimously, however, 

as indicated by Jacob: "Already by the fourth Conference (1893). it was possible for 

one rabbi to ask whether American Reform had gone too far . E.N. Calish questioned. 

48Jhe CCAR never accepted the Shulchan Aruch and/or its commentaries as the 
authority in ritual matters. As stated in the Pittsburgh Platform. such legislation 
was no longer considered binding. For ei:ample. see discussions on t.he milat &erim 
question (CCARYB . 2 0891-1892). 98ff. 11-fff. 126ff). 
'49Walter Jacob. "The Influence of the Pittsburgh Platform on Reform Halakhah and 
Bible Study," in Walter Jacob. The Changing World of Reform Judaism. 33. 
50Phillip Sigal. "Halakhic Reflections on the Pittsburgh Platform." in Walter Jacob. 
The Chan sin& World of Reform Judaism. 4'2 . 
51 l_bi!!. . .('.) . 
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'Are we not in clanger of making emancipated judasim an emasculated Judaism ?'"52 

Jacob observed that this was only the first time this question would be formally 

raised. Surely it would not be the Jast. 

The Columbus PJatfor• 0937) 

We have already chronicled the changes in the movement in the years between 

platforms It is obvious that sentiment in the movement bad changed substantialJy 

by 1937 when the Conference met in Columbus. Ohio for its annual convention . A 

1926 study. conducted by Marvin Nathan. showed a "trend away from the rational to 

the emotional and the mystic. The weakness of Reform." he noted. "bas been its 

over-emphasis on the rational the swing is now on back to the emotional. from 

'rationalism to feeJingism "' Nathan observed the tendency in Jay people as well as 

the rabbinate · .. There is a craving for something warm. definite. concrete--tbat 

appeals to the heart. that grips the soul. That there is a return to the customs and 

ceremonies in home and synagogue is evident on every side."53 In 193-f the 

Committee on Resolutions at the CCAR convention called for a committee to study the 

changes since the Pittsburgh Platform and to present a "symposium re-evaluating 

the platform with a view of formulating a pronouncement touching the philosophy 

and program of present day Reform Judaism" the folJowing year .54 In 1936 Rabbi 

Samuel S. Cohon presented bis proposed draft of the Guiding Principles of Reform 

Judaism . The platform was revised by a committee of si1 and adopted. although not 

without some difficulty. It was presented to the Conference with this preamble: 

Jn view of the changes that have taken place in the modern world 
and the consequent need of staling anew the teachings of Reform 
Judaism. the CCAR makes the foJJowing declaration of principles. It 

52Jacob. "The Influence of the Piltsburgh Platform." 32-33 . 
53Natban study cited in Matz. "American Reform." 73-74. 
5<1"Report on Commiu.ee on Resolutions." CCARYB. 44(193"4):132 . 
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presents them not as a flied creed but as a guide for the 
progressive elements of Jewry .55 

The Columbus Platform was divided inl.o three parts: Judaism and its Foundations. 

Ethics. and Religious Practice. In contrast Lo the Pittsburgh Platform. the fact that 

religious practice was found worthy of an entire category is noteworthy. The first 

sub-section under the Religious Practice heading was entitled "The Religious life." 

It read: 

.. . Jewish life ... calls for faithful participation in the life of the 
Jewish community as it finds expression in home. synagogue and 
school and in all other agencies that enrich Jewish Jife and 
promote its welfare. 

The Home has been and must continue to be a stronghold of Jewish 
life. haJJowed by the spirit of love and reverence. by moral 
discipline and religious observances and worship .... 

Prayer is the voice of religion .... To deepen the spiritual life of 
our people. we must cultivate the traditional habit of communion 
with God through prayer in both home and synagog 

Judaism as a way of life requires in addition to its moral and 
spiritual demands. the preservation of the Sabbath, festivals, and 
Holy Days. the retention and development of such customs. 
symbols. and ceremonies as possess an inspirational value . . .56 

It is worth examining the use of Jan guage in this platform. particularly as it 

compares to that in the Pittsburgh Platform. The rabbis of fifty years earlier had 

recognized their own authority in establishing the precepts of their work. Jn 

contrast. the Columbus document cites "Jewish life" and "' Judaism"' as sources of 

authority . Indeed we find the expressions, "Jewish life ... calls for .. : · and "Judaism 

.. requires." And not only are these concepts cited as authoritative. they are given 

significant power. Note the choice of verbs: "calls for" and ·requires" as well as 

"must" ("'The Home ... must continue to be . . .. "), alJ connoting obligation . The 

strength of this language informs us of the seriousness of the ideas. 

55Samuel S. Cohan. Jewish Theology: A Historical and Systematic Interpretation of 
Judaism and its Foundations (New York. 1971). 115. 
56lb.ld. .. 117-118. 
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If we compare the statements of the two platforms regarding ritual practice 

side by side, we will note both similarities and differences. 

From the Pittsburgh Platform: 

. .. and today we accept as binding only 
the •o.ral laws and maintain only 
such ceremonies as elevate and sanctify 
our lives .. . . 

From the Columbus Platform: 

Judaism as ·a way of life requires ia 
addition to the •oraJ aa d 
s_piritual deaands. the prese.rvation 
of the Sabbath , festivals and Holy Days, 
the retention and development of such 
customs. symbols and ceremonies ~ 
possess inspirational value .... 

As a whole . the Columbus Platform projected a more positive attitude toward ritual 

aspects of Jewish life than did its predecessor. One of the indicators of this 

perspective was. in fact. the introduction of the term "Jewish life." especially as it 

"finds eipression in home . synagog and school." The new platform advocated more 

than just spirituality and a religious life . Judaism emerged as a ""Way of life" for 

Reform This terminology sets the general tone for the platform In addition . the 

attitudinal shift it represents is significant and wilJ ultimately be identified as one of 

the major influences of the Columbus Platform. 

The rabbis of Pittsburgh declared that it was "we" (or more precisely, "they") who 

had the authority to accept or reject In Columbus. the power of the assembled 

rabbis was transferred to the Jewish people. to Judaism. This change limited the 

freedom of the individual by delineating a boundary: a collective entity called 

"Judaism." 

Columbus embraced both mora1/spiritua1 and ritual matters. Pittsburgh favored 

spiritual. The extant positive feeling in the movement toward increased 

ceremonialism was thus reflected in the platform. However. although many critics 

have failed to point it out. the relevance criterion is stiH present in Columbus. Both 

platforms favor only such ceremonies which possess inspirational value (or elevate 

and sanctify our lives). 
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There is one word which marks the essential difference between the Pittsburgh 

and Columbus platforms: "requires." Columbus asserted that a meaningful Jewish 

way of life included requirements. The inclusion of Lhis word points to a major 

attitudinal change for Reform. Note. however, that despite the strength of the word 

"requires." Columbus still did not use the more powerful term, "mitzvah." 

Regardless of its actual wording, both the intentions behind it and the 

repercussions of the Columbus Platform were monumental . The adoption of this 

document was perceived as a watershed event in Reform Jewish history and 

development. It indicated new directions and priorities for the movement. 

folJowing the 1937 Conference, the CCAR Committee on Ceremonials. for eumple. 

launched into a fast-paced program of ritual and ceremonial development The 

Committee on the Synagog and the Community in 1938 reported: "The time bas come 

for the responsible leaders of Liberal Judaism to formulate a code of observances and 

ceremonies and to offer Lhat code authoritatively lo Liberal Jevs."57 While it would 

be many years before the CCAR was ready lo sanction its own guide. the sentiment 

among (at least some of) the Reform rabbinate was already favorable . The Columbus 

Platform marked the definitive end of the classial period of American Reform 

Judaism. and ushered in the new age of Neo-Reform 

The Ceate.n.ary PerspectiTe (1976) 

As the Union of Amerkan Hebrew Congregations and Hebrew Union ColJege-

Jewish Institute of Religion neared their one hundredth anniversaries. the 

movement sought to mark the events with the preparation of a new fuJJ-scale 

platform . In 1971 the Eiecutive Board of the Union passed a resolution to this effect 

The Board dee Jared: 

57"Report of the Committee on the Synagog a.nd the Community." CCARYB. "48 ( 1938) : 
6'4. 
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It was moved and passed that we endorse the idea that the tjme has 
come for the Reform movement to take a new look at itself. its 
ideology, and its practjces. and that the CCAR take the leadership in 
the preparation of a working paper toward a new platform for 
Reform Judaism : this is to be done with the UAHC and Lhe HUC­
JIR .58 

But the movement found itself fragmented and fraught with tension, most notably in 

relation to the intermarriage issue. which almost split the Conference in 1973. The 

task wa.s determined to be too great. and the project was abandoned. Eugene Borowitz 

differentiated between the would-be platform and the Centenary statement which 

was ultimately established · "The Centenary Perspective ... sought to perform a far 

smaJJer task . retaining only the historical orientation of the previous effort "59 

Though it was no "smaJl task ." the committee decided to attack the fundamental 

difficulties which faced the Reform movement at the time . It aimed to emphasize the 

elements vhich united the members of the Conference . The goal wa5 "as strong and 

as positive a response to !problems] as the overwhelming majority of the CCAR 

members would accept."60 Despite aJl these obstacles. the end product vas 

enthusiastically accepted by the CCAR membership at its 1976 Conference in San 

Francisco And one writer has hailed it as "the centerpiece of Reform self-definition 

for the immediate future ." 61 

The Centenary Perspective ultimately provided Reform Jews with a list of 

obligations. but it began with a definite stand favorable to autonomy Under the 

heading "Diversity Within Unity--the Hallmark of Reform." the tei:t states 

Reform Jews respond to change in various ways according l<l the 
Reform principle of autonomy of the individual. .. . we stand open 

58Wo1f. "Reform Judaism as Process." 77. 
59£ugene B. Borowitz. Reform Judaism Today. Book One : Reform in the Process of 
Change <New York . 1978) . 1iii. 
60tr. .. ; ,f • 

.lllJM.. . 11 V . 

61Michael A. Meyer. "Book Review : Reform Judaism Today . Vols 1-3 ." Journal of 
Reform Judaism. 28 (Spring. l98Jl : 10'4 . 
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to any position thoughtfully and conscientiously advocated in the 
spirit of Reform Jewish belief. ... 62 

In his commentary, Borowit.z pointed out that this mention of "principle" is "' the 

only such usage in the document."63 The inclusion of this paragraph and its strong 

wording give testimony lo the continuing tension between freedom and authority in 

the Reform movement. It also points lei the diversity within the CCAR which 

provided the context for the statement. The Reform position viewed tradition as a 

guide , conscience as authority . "When conscience conflicts with Jewish law. 

Halachah. . Reform Jews feel it their duty--1ilera1Jy--lo break with tradition "6'i 

The finaJ position in the freedom-authority debate is that while autonomy is seen as 

a right, it must be "e1ercised within a Reform Jewish sense of God. the people of 

Israel, Torah. and our obligations." The statement calJs for these twin Jewish values 

lei be held in dialectic tension . "We must hoJd fast to them both and limit the 

expression of the one by our simultaneous concern for the other:· 65 

At this point it becomes necessary to point out and eiamine the change in the 

terminology used to describe this dialectic . Whereas the tension had previously 

been referred lo as the "freedom-authority" dialectic. the problem is now e1pressed 

in terms of autonomy and responsibility . Freedom and autonomy are related. with 

only a slight difference in emphasis. While freedom was never perceived to be 

limiUess. lhe word "autonomy" acknowledges a degree of (self-) regulation . That is. 

individuals are free lei regulate their own lives, but are e1pected to do so with 

attention and commitment to the Reform Jewish values of God. Torah and Israel 

Thus. "autonomy" appears more frequently in the contei:t of this discussion 

62&rowit.z . Reform Judaism Today. Book One. 11i 
63.lJtisl .. 9'4. Borowil2 also points lei the ten espousals of Reform's commitment to 
individual freedom within this par~raph of the Centenary Perspective . It is clear 
that the committee considered the recognition of aul.Dnomy as one of its highest 
priorities; see pp. l 1'4-120. Individual autonomy, however. has certain limits. The 
Centenary statement lists si1 such limits; see pp. 123-131. 
64rr...;" .uwt .. 96. 
65.lbid. .. 133-136. 
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More significant is the appearance of words Jike "obligation" and 

"responsibility." Reform Jews have responsibilities--they are obligated to make 

certain choices. to incorporate certain Jewish values into their Jives. both in theory 

and in practice. "Authority." connoting "control." bas been replaced by the more 

positive concept of responsibility . Responsibility and autonomy both express the 

attitude that lo be a Reform Jew means to take on certain responsibilities. to confront 

the tradition and to make decisions regarding practice based on this confrontation . 

Indeed, the committee designated "1ivin8 the faith" and "study" as two duties 

"incumbent upon those whose lives are joined to religious tradition . . . The 

Centenary Perspective may be said to follow in (the] rabbinic tradition by puttin8 
' 

the two duties side by side when it says of Torah that its 'study is a religious 

imperative and I its] practice is our chief means to holiness."·66 

Borowitz called the subject of Reform religious duties the "most explosive" of any 

issue that faced the Centenary commitee . Although he contended that the consensus 

amon8 Reform Jews was that judasim included far more than ethics. the critical 

question was e:xactly bow that attitude should translate into practice. Thal is, "What 

are Reform Jewish obligations with respect to religious practice. Israel and the 

Diaspora, universalism and particularism?" The Centenary Perspective confronts 

each of these areas within its text. The first catef!!ory under the "Obligations" section 

of the document was devoted to relif!!ious practice. It reads: 

Judaism emphasizes action rather than creed as the primary 
expression of a religious life . the means by which we strive to 
achieve universal justice and peace. Reform Judaism shares this 
emphasis on duty and obligation Our founders stressed that the 
Jew's ethical responsibilities. personal and social are enjoined by 
God The past. century has t.aught us that the claims made upon us 
may begin with our ethical obli8a1.ions but they ext.end to many 
other aspects of Jewish living . including: creating a Jewish home 
centered on family devotion : lifelong study; private prayer and 
public worship; daily religious observance; keeping the Sabbath 

66 Borowitz. Reform Judaism Today . Book Two.l<fl-1..f<f . 
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and the holy days; celebrating the major events of life; 
involvement with the synagogues and community; and other 
activities which promote the survival of the Jewish people and 
enhance its existence . Within each area of Jewish observance 
Reform Jews are called upon to confront the claims of Jewish 
tradition. however differenlJy perceived. and to exercise their 
individual autonomy, choosing and creating on the basis of 
commitment and .knowledge.67 

We look first to the portrayal of authority as it appears in this paragraph. The 

development of the movement's attitude on the subject is summarized briefly. The 

founders of Classical Reform stressed the divine origin of ethical standards. but 

historical even ts (at first. antisemitism; later. the Holocaust) proved .it necessary for 

Reform Jews to live a more complete Jewish life . Thus. the Columbus Platform 

asserted that the Jewish people has authority over Reform Jewish behavior . The 

Centenary Perspective echoed this belief. Its opening words. "Judaism emphasizes" 

acknowledge that there is authority invested in the Jewish religion. There are 

certain things that Judaism means. and Reform Jews, as Jews. have certain 

responsibilities_ Having said this, we must also note the reference to autonomy in 

the last sentence _ At the same time that the statement takes a strong position 

regarding the importance of study, it acknowledges its commitment to autonomy All 

Reform Jews are obligated to make educated choices. regardless of how those choices 

are ultimately expressed 

It is also interesting to compare the three platforms as they relate to the 

differences between ritual and ethical matters (called "laws" in Pittsburgh . 

"demands" in Columbus. and "responsibilities" in San Francisco .) The Pittsburgh 

Platform rejected most ritual laws on the basis of irrelevance. Ritual la"Ws were 

intended for one time and place only; moral laws. on the other hand. were eternal 

Jn addition. the emphasis in Classical Reform was on theology and spirituality. The 

second platform and the advent of Neo-Reform directed the movement toward an 

67 Borowitz. Reform Judaism Today. Book Three. 15. 

83 



emphasis on ceremony. The Columbus Platform stated that some ceremonies were 

actuaJJy required, in addition to the moral and spiritual demands previously accepted 

by Pittsburgh . In the same vein. the Centenary Perspective allowed, "The past 

century has taught us that the claims made upon us may begin with our ethical 

obligations but they e:itend to many other aspects of Jewish living . . . . " The primacy 

of belief inherent in Classical Reform was rejected in the Centenary Perspective by 

the first sentence of the para8raph "Judaism emphasizes action rather than creed 

as the primary expression of a religious life . . .. " Critical also was the purpose of 

action as stated here . Action was considered to be the means by which Reform Jews 

should "strive to ach ieve universal justice and peace." 

The Centenary Perspective did make religious practice a priority for Reform Jews. 

but a5 Borowitz cautioned. it was not to be confused with a guide to Reform Jewish 

practice " ... our brief statement could only lay down the general principles which 

might serve as the basis for such instruction _ .. 68 Eight areas of ritual religious 

obligation for Reform Jews were specified in the Centenary Perspective Perhaps 

in response to earlier fears of creating minimum standards by articulating certain 

practices. the Centenary statement prefaced its list with the word "including" 

Borowitz explained . 

No intimation is given that these eight are the only ones or 
officially regarded as the most important ones. While they seem 
central and quickly come to mind. the wording does not e:iclude 
those who feel that some other aspect of Jewish Jiving is 
criticaJ."69 

68.lJWI.. 12. But Borowitz does suggest that the religious obligation section of the 
Centenary Perspective "requires fulfiJJment by the creation of a literature which 
alone wilJ make its suggestion practical The CCAR's Sbabbat Manual is a good start 
in this direction. and the areas specified in this section of the Centenary Perspective 
practicaJJy Jay out a publication program" (See page 51.) 
6 9 .I.lllil . 36 . 
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The first duty incumbent upon Reform Jews. as outlined by the Centenary 

statement.70 was to create ~a Jewish home centered on family devotion ." .Borowitz 

revealed that this obligation was added in response to feedback on an earJier draft 

"hich did not in elude it. With it in duded, the statement expressed the Reform 

rabbinate 's ongoing commitment to the traditional ideal of the Jewish family in 

light of its contemporary challenges. 

"Llfe-Jong study" was the second duty mentioned by the Centenary Perspective 

As observed earlier. the ideal of study was primary lo the authors. Only by study 

could a Reform Jew make informed choices about his/her Jewish life . The 

paragraph e:umined earlier. that pertaining to autonomy ("Diversity Within Unity 

the HaJJmark of Reform"). delineated several limits to inteHeclual autonomy . One of 

these stated. "We stand open to any position thoughtfully . . advocated The 

word "thoughtfuHy" indicated that Reform Jews were to use their minds. not just 

their consciences . Jews have an obligation to learn what the Jewish tradition has to 

offer.? I Here we see evidence of commitment to the traditional Jewish value of 

Torah . 

Both "private prayer and public worship" were listed among the obligations of 

Reform Jews Private prayer addresses the spiritual needs of the individual. public 

worship is one way of acknowledging Jewish peoplehoCld--Jsrael--and unity . 

"Daily religious observance" is a wide -open. yet highly significant category. 

Once again the movement ei:pressed its commitment to the constant presence of 

Judaism and Jewishness in the life of Reform Jews. Borowitz e1plained this value: 

considering how our secularized life-style has tended to rob us of 
our humanity. we desperately need to bring some religious 
practice into our everyday activities to make unassailable our 
consciousness of our inalienable dignity founded in our being 
children of God ... . The Centenary Perspective passes no judgment 

7~bere is no indication that the duties are arranged in order of priority 
71Borowitz. Reform Judaism Today. Book One. 12-4-125. 
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on what sort of regular effort tn maintain contact with the Divine 
is appropriate lLl all of us. but it does say that this is an aspect of 
Jewish piety which rightly lays a claim upon us.72 

Borowil2's explanation is instructive. The Centenary Perspective states that it is a 

Reform Jew's obligation lo establish a relationship with God. Never before had a 

platform spoken so bluntly about spirituality, even in the days of PiUsburgh when 

spiritual matters were of primary concern. "Obligations" presented earlier in the 

Centenary Statement have illustrated a focus on two of the three traditional Jewish 

values--Torah and Israel . Here we see evidence of the attempt lo gel Reform Jews to 

think about God in a serious manner as well. 

Previous platforms cited the spiritually uplifting potential of holiday observance 

San Francisco. however. made God an integral aspect of "keeping the Sabbath and 

the holy days," the sixth religious obligation listed in the Centenary statement 

There has never been much question that Reform Judaism should 
observe the traditional Jewish calendar with its special days and 
weekly Sabbath Yet if our obligations as Jews were primarily 
ethical. then one could easily substitute other times and activites 
for our customary Jewish observance . However. when God is basic 
lLl your life and. further, you live as part of the Jewish people , then 
its calendar and customs take on fresh importance . The holy days 
and festivals mark critical moments in the life of our people and its 
relation Lo God .. . . 73 

The traditional Jewish calendar was to be observed by Reform Jews "other times and 

activities" were not to be substituted for "customary Jewish observance ... This 

statement indicates Reform 's allegiance lo the concept of "Israel." Thus. Alvin 

Reines's view of Shabbat as a "state of being" is rejected under this "plank" of the 

statement. Reines contended that the values of Shahbat are more important than 

when or how it is observed. This means. for example. that Shabbat need not 

necessarily be observed on Saturday.74 While Reines denied the peoplehood aspect 

72Borowil2. Reform Judaism Today. Book Three .ofJ. 
73!!llii .. .of l - 4'2 . 
71Alvin Reines. "Two Concepts of Shabbat: The State-of-Bei.ng-Shabbal and the 
Seventh -Day Shabbat." .Jfill£nal of Reform Juda.ism, 34' ff all 1987). Originally. 
"Shabbath as a State of Being." CCAR I. 14' (January 1967) . 
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of holiday observance. the Centenary Perspective was dedicated to the value of 

Israel. 

The Columbus Platform nei:t called for "celebrating the major events of Jife" as a 

religious obligation for Reform Jews. Here again we observe the committee's 

consideration of traditional Jewish values, this time God and peopJehood &rowitz's 

words elucidated this concern: "For a Jew. simhabs are enriched and tzorus made 

more bearable when shared with our people. God and peopJehood give the private 

events of our Jives their true cosmic social conteit" Involvement with the 

synagogue and community were seen as two more ways for Reform Jews to "reach 

out Lo God and our people" as indicated by Borowitz.75 

The Centenary Perspective con eluded its list of religious obligations in cum hen t 

upon Reform Jews with this catch-all phrase. "and other activities which promote 

the survival of the Jewish people and enhance its existence ." Jewish history bas 

pointed to Jewish survival as a central religious obligation What is instructive is 

that the Centenary Perspective indicated religious practice as the means to that end 

We have already noted the conclusion of the paragraph "Our Obligations: 

Religious Practice." After specifying areas of religious obligation . the tei:t reversed 

its thrust to reaffirm the historical Reform value of individual autonomy . The 

authors acknowledged that the claims of Jewish tradition would he "differently 

perceived" by various individuals. The essential feature was the Reform Jew's 

recognition that the tradition does have legitimate claims to make on a Jew's life 

The expression of these cJaims will vary with the predilections of the individual . 

The last phrase of the paragraph sanctioned the validity of creativity in Jewish 

life. Creativity, grounded in Jewish learning. was welcomed by the Centenary 

Perspective . This concept was taken quite seriously. however: 

7-'Borowitz. Reform Judaism Today. Book Three. -43. 
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our choosing and creating should be done on the basis of 
commitment and knowledge . . . . We are talking about religion. not 
a pasHme. hence decisions need to be made seriously and on the 
basis of such depth of belief as a person can muster. Convenience 
and ease. are . in this conte1t. minor considerations. Our criterion 
in every choice is: As one who shares the (ewish peoole's 
relationshios with God. what constitutes my oroper response to 
!iru!..' Our faith must guide our freedom.76 

It is easy to see bow very different this criterion is compared with the relevance 

required by the Pittsburgh Platform . And. once more. we discern God as the basis 

for obligation 

Summary 

Each platform can be viewed as a product of its age. reflecting contemporary 

sensibilities and priorities. With respect to authority , we witnessed a shift in 

emphasis from reason. relevance . and morality to the gradual recognition of the 

authority inherent in the entity called "Israel." The other traditional Jewish values 

of God and Torah received increasing amounts of consideration . as weJl The 

religious community in general in the US . bas become more traditional. and these 

attitudes can most certainly be understood as a reflection of this trend. (We will 

examine these changes from a different point of view in Chapter Three .) We 

observed and offered e1planations of changes in language and terminology which 

refect underlying attitudinal changes Each platform became increasingly insistent 

about the claims that a Jewish life made on a Reform Jews. The Pittsburgh Platform 

did not even mention Jewish life . Columbus spoke of requirements of Judaism . and 

with the appearance of the Centenary Perspective in 1976. the movement was 

wilJing to speak of the obligations and responsibilities necessary for a Reform Jew's 

proper response to God . This difference between the Columbus Platform and the 

Centenary Perspective is subtJe. That is. "obligations" are no less inisistent than 

"requirements." And the San Francisco statement makes no mention of mitzvab . 

761.lllil .. 50. 
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Yet somehow the Centenary Perspective "feels" more traditional It explicitly 

cites God as the met.zaveh of the "ethical responsibilities." It does not, however. 

accord the same status to the "other aspects of Jewish Jiving .. 77 But there are 

implicit references to God as the metzaveh for ritual practices. In the paragraph 

outlining Shabbat and holy day opportunities. this statement appears: " . . . when God 

is basic lo your life and. further. you live as part of the Jewish people. then its 

calendar and customs t.a.k.e on fresh importance The holy days and festivals mark 

critical moments in the life of our people and its relation to God ."78 Similarly. the 

Centenary Perspective encourages participation in the synagogue and community 

as ways for Reform Jews to "reach out to God and our people .. 79 The Centenary 

Perspective couples the authority of peoplehood Columbus required by Columbus 

with the authority of God. 

In addition . the Centenary Perspective 's more traditional "feeJ" is perhaps also 

attributable to the influence it has had . Since its adoption . the movement has moved 

closer to tradition than it has been since i ts earliest days in Europe . 

The Guides 

Introduction 

The three platforms each laid a general theor etical foundation for the Reform 

movement; they did not deal with the specifics of religious conduct Yet. there have 

long been those within the CCAR who have advocated the establishment of some tind 

of creed or guide for religious practice . In 1938 the CCAR Committee on Synagogue 

and Community resolved: 

771.tlld.. ' 15. 
'8 l!llil. ' '42 . 
79 J..b.lil . so 
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the lime .bu come for the responsjbJe Jeaders of Liberal judajsm to 
formulate a code of observances and ceremonjes and to offer that 
code authoritatively to Libera.I jews.80 

This c&Jl was defeated by the CCAR uecutive Board jn l<M0.81 There were more such 

false starts . In 1942, for example, the CCAR Com.mjttee on a Code of Practice 

recommended that "a Special Commjttee of the Conference be char1ed with the task 

of preparin1 a Manual of jewjsb ReJi1fous Practice.H82 The Conference adopted the 

resolution but failed to fulfiJJ jts objective. In fact, the CCAR djd not collectively 

produce a 1uide for re1i1fous practices and observances until the 1972 publication of 

Iadrjch L'Shabbat. A Shabbat Manual. That 1uide was created by the CCAR Committee 

on the Sabbath. a.nd was edjted by committee chair I' . Gunther Plaut. Once it 

completed the Tadrjch. the commjttee evolved into the Committee on Reform jewjsb 

Practice and produced Shaacei Mjtzvah. Gates of MilZVah in J9n (Sjmeon j. MasHn. 

editor) and Sbaarei Mo-eid. Gates of tbe Seasons jn 1983 (Peter S. Knobel. editor). In 

the years precedin1 the appearance of these worts. however, several 1uides were 

published independently by indjvidual rabbis. Before eiamining the above­

mentioned CCAR publicatjons. we wHJ analyze the jndividual worts of Frederjc A. 

Dopoelt and Davjd PoHsh 0957). and Morrison D. Bjal (1967) .83 

80"Report of the Committee on the Syna101 and the Communjty," CCARYB. -48 (1938): 
65. 
81 "Report of the Recordin1 Secretary," CCARYB. 50 (JC)of()) : 30-31. 
82"Report of Committee on Code of Practice.H CCARYB. 52 (1942) : 123. Durin1 the 
forties and fifties many similar discussions were held under the purview of vartais 
commjttees. See. for e:iample. Freehof, S .. "R~form Judajsm and the IlaJa.tha.M 
CCABYB. 56 (1946). 276-317; HReport on l'or.tshop on Chan1es in Reform Jewjsb 
Practice, ff CCARYB. 64' (1954') : 127; ffReport of the Committee on the Purpose, Scope 
and Role of the Responsa Commjuee," CCARYB. 66 (1956) : 112ff. and MA Guide for 
Judaism,M CCARYB. 69 (1959) : 26-fff. 
83See also Jerome D. Folkman, Desi1n for Jewish Livin1: A Guide for the Bride and 
Groom_ (New York. 1955); Abra.ham J. Feld.man. Reform Juda.ism: A Guide for Reform 
Jnf..S (New York, 1956); S. B. Freehof. Reform leyish Practice &Qd Its Rabbinic 
Bactuound. 2 vols. (Cincinnati, 1~-19'48), and Stanley R. Brav. A Guide to 
ReJiajous Practice (Cincinnati, 1962) 
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l'e wiJJ include answers to the foHowin1 questions in our discussion of each 

guide :31 

•I' hat was the purpose of the 1uide. as given by its authors? 

• I' ho or what determined the contents of the 1uide? Are particular 
practices the product of Divine commandment. a coHective (human) body, or 
popu1a..r consensus? l'hat is incJuded7 omitted? l'hat are the criteria used fo.r 
inclusion o.r e1c1usion of pa.rticu1a.r customs o.r practices? A.re aJJ .rituals equal? 
I' hat is the means of determining which ones a.re the most important? 

•If applicable . how does the guide define mitzvah, ha.lachah, minha1? I' hat 
attitudes do these definitions indicate? 

•How do the authors perceive the roJe of ritual practice? Is it fo.r dramatic 
effect? su.rviva1 vaJue? aesthetic appeal 7 as part of a covena.ntaJ a1.reement with 
God? 

• Is the guide prescriptive or descriptive? Does it offer e1planations for. or 
background on, su1gested practices? How is "process" po.rt.rayed? That is. do the 
authors leave .room for individual choice and/or creativity? 

DoppeU and Palish Utn7) 

The preface of Frederic Doppelt and David PoJish's A Guide for Reform Jews 

npressed the autho.rs' intention to 1uide rathe.r than to 1e1islate. Theirs was not a 

code, and they understood the influence and effectiveness of thei.r wort to be limited 

by the individuals and 1roups which would "apply its principles to their own 

Jives."85 The authors conceived of Juda.ism as a way of life, in line with the 

Columbus Platform. the .re1nant philosophy of the time. Thus, they wrote the boot 

"' to help b.rin1 a 1reater degree of observance, seJf-discipli.nin1 commitment, and 

spirituality into ou.r religious Jife .. . it is essentiaJly a response to many who have 

been seetin1 guidance ."86 · 

In 195.oi Frederic Doppe1t spote on "Criteria for a Guide of Reform Jewish 

Practices"' in a wo.r.kshop on Changes in Refo.rm Jewish Practice at the Conference 

81Some of these questions we.re o.ri1inally posed by Frederic Doppelt and David 
Polish , A Guide for Reform Jews (New Yort.1957), 29--30. 
851b'd .. .&~ .. vu. 
8 61.b.i.d... 9 . 
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convention. Doppelt addressed the p.roblem of dete.rminin1 what should be practiced 

by Refo.rm Jews. and the.refore what should be UicJuded in a 1uide fo.r .reli1ious 

practice. He .rejected the criteria of aesthetic appeal, national survival. popular 

support and ethical .ramifications. He stressed his belief that the contents of a guide 

should proceed within the f.ramewort of Jewish tradition, incJudin1 Jewish ide0Jo1y, 

method0Jo1y and even te.rminoJogy. Doppelt cited .m..itzva.h, halacha.h. and minha1 as 

the three "Jife1ivin1 streams" which together "form the vast network of practices 

in Jewish Jife."37 Doppelt also indicated that a 1uide should be undertaken by some 

individual rabbi or lay scholar. Accordin1ly, he and David Polish collaborated on A 

Guide for Reform Jews in 1957. which foUowed the philosophy outlined by Doppelt in 

his CCAR address. After Doppelt's death, Polish revised the 1uide in 1973. 

Mitzvot were not understood as ritual, theolo1y or ethics, but as possessin 1 a 

unique and natively Jewish classification of their own. Mitzvot relate to spi.ritual 

encounters with God which the Jewish people e:a:perienced in the course of history. 

Moreuve.r, il was through these encuu.nters that the Jewish peupJe arasped God'~ 
• 

ethical will. Every time a Jew enacts a mitzvah, s/he renews that spiritual moment 

in Jewish history in his/her own personal life. Mitzvot are mandatory but they are 

to be obeyed, nol because they are Divine fiats, but because "something happened 

between God and lsraeJ."33 This definition requires a perception which assi1ns 

profound spiritual value to historical events. Whether an event occu.r.red ei:actJy 

the way it appears in the Bible is not important; somethin1 did happen. and 

whatever il was inspi.red ls.rael's loyally and devotion to God. Jews made these "holy 

momentsM permanent "by incorporati.n1 them nol into monuments of stone and 

111ubl~ !.!!d bronze but inw specific ~d ~ndu!"ina life-acts kn.nwn as Mitzvot "89 

87"Report on Tio.rt.shop on Changes in Reform Jewish Practice,M CCARYB. 6~ (195~): 
126-127. 
88Doppelt and Polish, A Guide fot Re{orm leys . 36. 
89Jbid ... 37. 
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The authors nplain that the traditional blessing which accompanies mitzvot 

conveys the idea of the inherent sanctity of life and the divine imperative to which 

people are subject. Human beings achieve holiness only upon responding to the 

divi.Jie imperative--" . . . asher .tidshanu b'mitzvotav. l'ho has sanctified us by His 

Mitzvot and commanded us. . . ." The blessing relates the idea that the same 

"S(Jmething" which transpired between God and Israel continues to happen in every 

age and land. 

Mitzvot thus emerged from the spiritua.I womb of Jewish history. 
In our march across centuries of time, and as we struggled to tnow 
the wiJJ and understand the ways of God, we came upon moments 
when we stood in the very Presence of the Divine, face to face with 
God. These we proceeded to mate permanent by incorporating 
them ... into specific and endurin1 life-acts known as Mitzvot. 
Such life-acts. therefore. are not ju!l ancient f'it.es; they are rather 
spiritual arteries of life throu1h which the Jew of every 
1e.neration relives those historical and spiritual moments of 
commitment to God. l'hat was only episodic becomes epochal, and 
what was only but a moment in Jewish history becomes eternal in 
Jewish Jife .90 

A Guide {or ReCorm Jews introduced the language. Nit is a mitzvah to . ... " The 

Hebrew Bible was given as the origin of the vast majority of those practices classed 

as mitzvot. Thus. accordin1 to .Doppelt and Polish. mitzvot include havin1 children. 

circumcising newborn boys. educating children and adults. and buryin1 the dead 

accordin1 to Jewish tradition. The "traditional Reform" custom of Confirmation was 

also included as a mitzvah . Deuternomy 29:13-J.4 was cited as the source for this 

practice. "Neither with you only do I make this covenant . . . . "91 The Deuteronomy 

prooftei:l ties Confirmation to a historical encounter between God and Israel. and 

therefore may be le1ilima1ely understood as a mitzvah in accordance with the 

authors' definition. Throu1h the enactment of the mitzvah of Confirmation the 

covenant established between God and Israel at Sinai becomes integrated i.Jito the 

90J..IWL 36-37. 
91 J..bid. .. 6~. 
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biography of every Confirmand. Likewise, the authors elevated a memorial service 

for the six miJJion martyrs of the Shoah to the status of mitzvah: 

We would so propose. because it is an ei:tension of the principle of 
Torah Mi-Sinai which, in our religious view. pertains to no specific 
calendar date and no geographic area. By Torah Mi-Sinai we mean 
that Torah comprises historicaUy spiritual life-processes wherever 
and whenever the people Israel stands at Sinai and hears the voice 
of God.92 

Halachot represent the second river of Jewish observance. As such. they "show 

the way one should go--specificaJly, as the accepted ways in which one should 

proceed to do the mitzvot."93 HaJachot provide the definitive procedures for the 

practice of mitzvot. In contrast to mitzvah, which obtains its basic authority from 

Jewish history. halachah emerges out of the deliberations of rabbinical authorities. 

Mitzvah is eternal; haJachah changes out of necessity from age to age. Halachah 

cannot be made mandatory except by general acceptance and 
popular observance. But once it is in common usage. it remain!' in 
force as the religious way in which one should waJt until such 
time when it is changed or substituted by the same democratic 
process through which it was established as the HaJacha in Jewish 
Hf e .9-t 

The authors constructed their guide by first providfog the mitzvah to be observed. 

They then listed halachot as the means by which to carry out the mitzvab . Halachot 

are generaJly Reform practices as they appear in the Rabbi's Manual. Union 

Praverboot. and Reform responsa. aH products of the CCAR. the accepted (Reform) 

rabbinical authority of the time. for example. a three-day "shivah" is recommended . 

without mention of the traditional seven-day period.95 The halachab regarding 

Kashrut is likewise Reform : 

Although Reform Judaism does not adhere to the traditional dietary 
laws. many Reform Jews still abstain from eating the meat of the 

92 lJ2.j.d_ .. '41. 
93.IJWl. 
941.b..id_., '42. 
95Iiwt .. 83. 
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pig . This is based on historicaJ associations. since the pig was oft.en 
used as an instrument of persecution of our people who were 
tormented by their enemies into eatin1 it.96 

It is interesting to note that DoppeJt a.nd Polish listed twenty-six halachot associated 

with the mitzvah of establishing a.nd supporti.n1 the sy.na101ue. the most halachot 

for a.ny one mitzvah. Perhaps this is because the sy.na101ue was the cent.er of 

Jewish life at this sta1e of Reform deveJopme.nt. Many of these ha.lachot function to 

re1ulate the behavior of syna101ue board members a.nd office.rs. 

The third stream of Jewish reli1ious observance is mi.nha1im. These were defined 

as "the foJt-customs a.nd folkways which have their source i.n the creative activity 

of the people themselves and .not direclty in any deliberative and or 1anized body ." 

Minha1im are subsidary tll mitzvot. Their authority is derived from the "soda! force 

of common usa1e amon1 the people ."'J7 Mi.nha1im are considered only customary 

a.nd the.refo.re optional. or are .rejected alto1ether. In fact. many of the listed 

minhagim are cat.e1orically .QQ1 recommended. For example, many minbagim. 

especially those associated with death . mour.nin1 and fu.ne.rals are deemed "a matter 

of custom o.nly," ".no Jo.n1e.r .required and .need .not be observed." or even 

"superstitious .rit.es I which I should be discouraged." The attitude of the authors 

re1a.rdi.ng these matte.rs was in li.ne with Reform thinti.ng a.nd practice of the time. 

Doppelt and Polish co.nte.nded that religious practice had always bee.n an integral 

pa.rt of Reform Judaism . The PiUSbur1h Platform spate of ce.remo.nies as capable of 

elevating human existence. but just "did not see fit to spell out, i.n concept and i.n 

application , a program for meaningful and creative obse.rva.nce ."98 The authors of 

A Guide (or Re(orm~ provided this program. convinced that Reform had entered 

a .new phase: 
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!Reform) must come lO 1rJps more seriousJy and more 
systematically with the problem of Jewish practice and 
observance .... Comt.empon.ry reli1ious thou1ht tends lo stress the 
role of .ritual in lhe shapi.n1 of the !pirituaJ life, and contemporary 
Jewish lhi.n.tin1 keeps stcessin1 the need of day-lo-day observance 
in lhe preservation of juda.i!lm in particular .99 

Thus the authors view the role of ritual &9 annrerin1. in addition to the theo1o1ical 

ma.ndat.c of co\'ena.nl. fulfillment. sodo1o1ica..I need! of spi.rituaHty and survival. 

The Doppelt and Poli!h 1uide is prescriptive i.n tone. Intended as a 1uide rather 

than a code. it nonetheless delineates certain practices, m.itzvot. &9 mandatory. One 

may critique the 1uide by measurin1 it against its own standards. In the 

introduction Doppelt and Polish su11est ways in which lo keep a 1uide "Reform" as 

opposed lo "aJlowin1" it lo become "O.rthodo1." A 1uide will .remain Reform if it ri!les 

out of a Reform point of view: 

If a Guide simply .reconstitutes traditional ob99rvances, it is 
O.rtbodo1 in both spirit and content: but if it .reconstructs them . 
.revaluatin1 lsicl. eJiminatin1 and deve1opin1. it is a continuation 
of the 1ivin1 stream of Reform Judaism. For what determines 
whether a custom. ceremony or symbol is either O.rthodo1 or 
Reform is not its observance or non-observance; it is .raLher the 
.ri1ht lo chan1e it when necessary, to drop it when no tonier 
meanin1fu1, and t.o innovate when desirable .... if it is .revised 
from lime to time to meet chan1in1 conditions and risin& need!, it 
wrn be an expression of Reform Juda.ism .... I 00 

A Guide to Reform Jewish Practice does prescribe Reform lhintin1 .re1ardin1 the 

proper met.hod of observin1 mitzvot. encoura1in1 and discou.raain1 halachot and 

minha1im as necessary accordin1 lo the criteria stated above. As such. it can 

ri1htfu1ly be caHed "Reform." Despite this effort. the boot rarely offers 

explanations for practices beyond the fact that the Reform movement has 

sanctioned them. It skips the step of "re-evaluatin1: describfo1 only the ultimate 

Hbe.raJ reconstruction . The 1uide provides Jillie or no .room for creativity, 

innovation. or Reform process. I' here traditional practices a.re excluded the authors 

99Jbid .. 29. 
IOO]hid ... 9. 
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neither su11est alternatives nor leave options open to .readers. In addition, an 

occasional practice, which is cont.ra.ry to some Reform theolo1y. is included without 

ei:planation . For Hample. mourners are instructed to utter, "Baruch d&yg ha'emet" 

at the death of a loved one. Ti bile this custom is line with absolute theism, Jews with 

less traditional God-concepts would find it objectionable. The absence of theological 

discussion is so.rely apparent in instances such as this. In these respects, the guide 

fa.its to live up to its own .requirements. 

The 1973 revision of A Guide for Reform Jews reflected the spirit of Reform in the 

seventies. In the preface to the updated version, Polish indicated the differences 

between it and the first edition . This edition .reveals an increased stress in several 

areas. "The yea.rs and the Jewish experience," wrote Polish. "have sharpened the 

need for ever deeper .response to the tradition. Thus. the second day of Rosh Ha­

Shanah is no longer overlooked; a chapter on Conversion is added, marriages on 

Tisha B'av are definitely discouraged .. .. "I 0 I PoHsh also mentioned the increasing 

"need for a mitzvah-system and for the restoration of the tradition." The concept of 

1 "mitzvah-system" was advocated by Gunther Plaut in connection with A Sbabbat 

Manual. which was published just prior to the revised version of the Doppelt and 

Polish guide. 

The revised edition lessens somewhat the earlier version 's emphasis on 

spirituality . For example, in the first edition. Jews a.re encouraged to "attend 

services to seet God's blessing ." The latl!r version provided a different objective for 

syn&jogue attendance: " ... to commit himself to his faith and his people." I 02 Io the 

1973 guide the stress was on tot.al involvement in a Jewish way of life . 

101Doppelland Polish. A Guide for Reform Jews (revised edition. New York. 1973). v­
vi. 
102See page 66 in the first edition. page 67 in the second. See also .recommendations 
for college students. instructed in 19'7 to seet out a congregation to "share in its 
spiritual life," and in 1973 to "share in its life" (page 67 in both editions) . 
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The second edition of the Doppelt and Polish guide is comparatively closer lo 

tradition. Practices previously designated minbagim (for weddings and Shabbat, for 

e1ample) have been elevated t.o the status of halachah. This is because the practices 

in question bad become accepted by the Reform .rabbinate, the authority for 

determining halacbah according to the Doppelt-PoJish system. For nample, the 

huppah was encouraged in the second edition where it was only acknowledged in 

the first. 

It should be noted that the Shabbat section is greatly eipanded in the later 

edition. In fact , the mit.zvah itself contains an additional four elements. The 1957 

treatment of Shabbat consisted of one section, including one mit.zvah, seven 

halachot and three minhagim . In 1973. si:1 sections inc1uded the original mit.zvah 

plus its four npansions. twenty-four halachot and si:1 minhagim. 

David Polish 's 1973 additions testify to his commitment lo Reform process. He 

successfulJy re-evaluated and adapted A Guide to Jewish Practice to "meet (the] 

changing conditions and rising needs" in the Reform movement of the seventies. 

Morrison D. Bial (1967) 

Morrison David Bial offered his guide, Liberal Judaism at Home: The Practice of 

Modern Reform Judaism. lo "help Liberal Jews determine what is customary Reform 

practice. especiaJJy as it affects them personaJJy." He intended neither to legislate 

nor to limit individual responsibility, which he caJJed the "touchstone of the Liberal 

Jew ... I 03 The preface to the boot defined its purpose: "to present the practices of 

Liberal Judaism in relation to the accepted norms of traditional Judaism. No one 

until now has attempted to ju1tapose traditional practice to LlberaJ practice and to 

103Morrison D. Bial. Liberal Judaism at Home : The Practice of Modern 
Reform Judaism (Summit. New jersey, 1967), 1. 
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explain how they differ. This book will try to make explicit to the layman that 

which has too oft.en been vague and unslaled." I 01 

Bial did not use the word "mitzvah." However, he defined the word in the Glossary 

this way: 

Commandments. According to the Talmud. there are 613 mitzvot in 
the Torah which each Jew should obey ... The word mitzvah has 
ta.ten on additional meaning. so that it often connotes a good deed 
as weJJ _ J 05 

Biaf's wort is descriptive. first presenting traditional practice. then normative 

liberal practice, without ever using "mitzvah language." He mates general 

statements Jite . "Orthodo1 Jews do ... "and "Most Reform Jews do not. " Bial rarely 

declares that a Reform Jew should or should not do a particular thing . 

BiaJ stated that the final criterion for observance by a Liberal Jew was tedushah. 

holiness: "that which wiJJ help him sanctify his life. to mate it truly meaningful. 

By this he must Jive. and it wiJJ help give his Hfe that inner meaning by which we 

seek fuJfiJJment. " I 06 It is presumed, then. that most traditional customs were not 

meaningful for Reform Jews Indeed. this attitude was eipressed in some of Bial's 

descriptions. For enmple. in introducing Ta.shlich . Bial remarked. "Traditional Jews 

have a custom which is strange to most Liberal Jews." And, Bial caJJed the custom of 

changing a dying person 's name to confuse the angel of death a "superstition" 

which "has no place in Liberal Judaism." I 07 

As a boot of information. BiaJ's guide provides helpful e1planations for 

traditional customs as well as the reasons Reform Jews have accepted or rejected the 

same. An eiample of the latter is the author's explanation of Tisha b' Av: 

Liberal Judaism has deemphasized Tisha b'Av more than any other 
holiday . It is not that we do not mourn for the loss of Jife and the 

101jL.;,f 1.1w. .. n .p . 
105.JJllil .. 152. 
J 06!.b.i,q .. 6. 
I 07Jbid .. 1 JO and 66, respectively. 
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w.retchedness of our people after these twin t.ra1edies ltbe 
destruction of the two Temples I. l'e do. But most Reform Jews feel 
that the Temple dest.royed by the Romans had become a symboJ of 
archaic usa1es .... there is relatively litt.Je or oft.en no observance 
of this day of mournin1 in Liberal judaism.1 0& 

The book dots offer some room for Reform innovation. This is due in larae part to 

the 1uide's descriptive rather than prescriptive tenor. Bial. for nample. lists 

several Passover Ha&1adot wbich Reform Jews mi1ht use, implyin1 that these would 

be more in line with contemporary sensibilit..ies than the traditional le1t. l 09 

Tadrich l'Shahbal, A Shaltbal llaaual (1972) 

In 1959 Robert J:ahn moderated a CCAR symposium on a Reform 1uide. He asked, 

"Shall a.ny sort of official body of Reform Juda.ism issue any sort of official 

pronouncement as lo the way in which Reform Jews might or should act?" 110 The 

question was answered 13 years later when the movement collectively published A 

Shabbal Man UaJ. In its final form. the manual did, in fact. tell Reform Jews how 

they should acl. But the publication of this book was preceded by seven years of 

consideration a.nd discussion. The acceptance of A Sbahbat Manual in 1969 marted 

the first lime in its 83-year history that the CCAR voted lo publish a 1uide lo Reform 

Jewish practice. 

In 196'.5 I'. Gunther Plaut spo.te before the CCAR on "The Sabbath in the Reform 

Movement." The speech itself was a historic event. for not since 1937 had Shabbat 

been on the agenda of the Conference. PJaut's stated intention was to attempt to 

define ·a liberal. realizable Sabbath for ou.r time." I I I Plaut's presentation 

I 08 JJilil-. l .fO . 
I 090ne of the quirks of BiaJ's book. for which the present author can find no 
explanation. is the inclusion of family purity Jaws. shatnez, and shaving 
prohibitions under the cate1ory of Kash.rut. WhiJe it is possible that Bia! understood 
the le.rm H.t.ashe.r" in its broad sense, that of "acceptable" or "proper." this section is 
stiH odd. 
I 10"A Guide for Reform judaism.M CC.ARJ. 8 (June 1960): 35-36. 
11117. Gunther Plaut, MThe Sabbath in the Reform Movement," CCARYB. 75 ( 196'.5) : 
186 . 
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accomplished three goals: (1) he presented the Sabbath as a "concept and 

ei:perience" in Reform, (2) he proposed the establishment of a permanent Sabbath 

committee to define goals for the observance of Shabbat. and (3) he proposed the 

creation of a guide. The CCAR agreed to commission a Committee on the Sabbath to 

hold meetings and seminars and to conduct surveys and pilot studies. The results of 

the preliminary work suggested to the committee that a guide was in order. precisely 

as Plaut had, in fact, suuested in 1965. Perhaps the committee felt the need to 

approach the idea of a manual with prudence, coming to its own conclusion 

regarding the appropriateness and acceptability of a guide to prevent a chaJlenge 

by the Conference. If CCAR members felt as if the decision had been made prior to a 

thorough study of the matter, they might have protested. 

According to editor (and Committee Chair) W. Gunther Plaut, A Shabbat Manual 

represents an effort on the part of the CCAR to create old/new 
opportunities for Jewish Jiving. It is also a major attempt of the 
Reform rabbinate to deal directly with Reform Halacha in specific 
form, with guidelines responsive to the needs and realities of 
Diaspora Hf e .112 

There are several elements of this paragraph worthy of note. Plaut's use of the 

npression .. oJd/ new" reveals his commitment to Jewish tradition. It is clear from 

this introduction that the manual would include traditional Shabbat practices. At 

the same time. the word "new" promises Reform innovation and a recognition of 

Reform "process." In addition, Plaut's bold reference to "Reform Halacha" is 

significant. As mentioned earlier. many Reform rabbis were hesitant to speak of 

haJachah for Reform Jews. Gunther Plaut. however. was not one of those. The editor 

of this manual, and the chair of this most important Conference committee, 

apparently perceived the guide as some sort of Reform Ha.lachah . Yet. the 

conception of halachah presented here is more akin to guidance than to law. He, in 

112W. Gunther Plaut, ed., "Editor's Introduction," in CCAR. Tadrich L'Shabbat. A 
Shabbat Manual <New York, 1972), iii. 
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fact, used the word "1uideHnes." The new ha.lachah is thus not synonymous with the 

old. It is not bindin1; it is gently persuasive. 

The Confe.rence focused its attention on Shahbat as the centra.l nperience in the 

life of Reform Jews. This is no doubt attributable to the influence of Gunther Plaut's 

1965 presentation &nd the agenda of the committee he cha.ired. ln truth. however. 

Shabbat had a.lways been a primary value in Reform Judaism. All three platforms 

contained statements rega.rdin1 the importance of Shabbat. The innovation of the 

late Friday evenin1 service, for example, was an effort to save Shabbat. The manual 

provided historical background on Shabbat and described its contemporary status. 

Modern developments eroded the traditional concept and p.ractice of Shabbat. Yet, 

modernity also provided the opportunity to .re-enhance Shabbat for Reform Jews. 

Nazism. the destruction of European Jewry, and the State of Israel all altered the 

lhought patterns of Jews. Thet"e was a greater sense of peoplehood and personal 

obligation. Moreover. economic developments had increased the leisure time of most 

modern Jews. thereby suggesting the possibility of new Shabbat observance. The 

manual attempted to channel the potential of these developments toward a 

.revitalization of Shabbat. 

One of the innovations of A Shabbat Manual was its definition of mitzvah . 

However. upon enmining alJ the components of this definition , one finds vagueness 

and some major inconsistencies. ma.king difficult a complete understanding of the 

philosophy behind the use of the word. This problem. it turns out, was deliberately 

created. In an article following the pubJication of the guide, Plaut attempted to shed 

some H1ht on the committee's decisions with .respect to the definition of mitzvah. He 

ei:pJained that after considering the matter for a lon1 time, the committee "decided 

to utiHze the term mitzvah without grounding it precisely, so that no one would be 
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locked out from meaningful observance. The formulations therefore are purposely. 

and not accidentally, vague." I 13 

The Iadri~h introduced mitzvah as "what a Jew ought to do in respon!le to his God 

and to the tradition of his people." Correspondin1ly, this admonition appeared on 

the nei:t page: 

You must always remember that you are performin1 .m.itzvot. It is 
not a question of 'how you feel about it' at. any 1iven time. You may 
.not be 'in the mood." But being a Jew is not always convenient or 
easy. The performance of mitzvot ou1ht to be the pattern of one"s 
Jife.l 1'4 

This definition implied a certain degree of obedience to God or to the Jewish people , 

yet, at the same time the manual acknowledged Lhe element of choice: 

This response comes from personal commitment .rather than from 
unquestionin1 obedience to a set of commandments which past 
tradition thou1ht to be Lhe direct wiH of God . By making choice and 
commitment part of our plan of life. we wHJin1ly &nd purposefuJJy 
st.ren1then our bonds with the God of Israel and with His 
people_l 15 

Plaut elaborated on the choice factor in his 1973 CCAR Journal arlicle: "'Mitzvah is ... 

more than folkway or ceremony. As we choose to do a mitzvah . .. we choose the way 

of duty, of self-discipline, and of loyalty." 116 A Shabbat Manual reco1nizes that at 

some point mitzvot depend on choice. not blind obedience to lraditional practice. 

Yet. mitzvot may not be left entirely to personal mood. The confusion is inherent in 

the commitment of the manual to boLh mitzvah and choice. 

The manual's official definition of mitzvah obli1ates the Reform Jew to both God 

and the Jewish people. This su11ests that the 1uide advocates God and/or Israel as 

the metzaveh. the one who stands behind the commandment. And. as we have 

ar1ued. the individual, at least to some de1ree. shares this position of authority . Yet. 

113W. Gunther Plaut. "Observance a.nd Commitment," CCAIU. 20 <Fall 1973) : '42. 
I HccAR. Tadr jch l'Sbabbat, 8. 
1151.IUd. .. 7. 
l 16pfaut. "Observance and Commitment," '42. 
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the Tadrich does not elaborate or clarify the issue of metzaveh . Plaut suggested four 

possibilities in his 1973 article, Meach of which would reflect concepts present.ly held 

by members of our movement." Plaut included neither the individual nor the 

Reform movement or its institutions in his list.I 17 

( 1) The metzaveh is God whom we meet in an nistential sense in the act of 
doing the mitzva.b . 

(2) Mitzvah arises out of the Sinaitic Covenant which is the source of the 
commandment. 

(3) The metzayeh is the Jewish people. 

(<f) The metzavveh is Jewish tradition. 

It may be argued that the omission of these options from the Tadrich was a mistake. 

A discussion of the metzaveh would have provided material essential lo the 

development of the reader's commiunenl. 

Before proceeding with the contents of the guide, we note one more discrepancy 

with regard to the word "'mitzva.h:" The glossary definition does not agree with the 

one provided in the ten: Nwhal a Jew ought lo do in response lo his God and to the 

tradition of his people." According to the glossary, mitzvah is a "'commandment'; 

perfomance of an act of distinctive Jewish quality often accompanied by a 

blessing ." 118 

In his 196'.) Conference address, Plaut eipressed his conception of a completely 

Reform approach lo Shahhal. The goals of the committee he proposed must always 

remain within a Reform context: 

Our goals must he meaningful in the context of Reform Jewish life. 
l'e do not aim at the recreation of the traditional Sabbath . .Both the 
theological and sociological foundations of such a return have 
disappeared. Our goals must reflect the devotion and imagination 
of our movement as well as the springs of tradition. l'e will have 
to choose those elements from the wealth of past Sabbath treasures 

1171.hld .. 

1 t&ccAR. Tadricb L'Sbabbat. 100. 
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which may serve as the ingredients for a new and viable 
structure I 19 

With this goal in mind, we wilJ examine the contents of the manual. 

Tadrich l .'Sbahhat listed five major purposes for Shabbat observance.120 

(I) Awareness of the world--"remembrance of creation" 

(2) Commitment to Freedom--"a memorial of the exodus from Egypt" 

(3) Identity with the Jewish People--to remember and celebrate the 
covenant. 

('f) Enhancement of the Person--rest is more than abstention from work. It is 
"a condition of the soul, a physical and spiritual release from weekday pressures." 

(5) Dedication to Peace. 

AH five of these purposes are in .keeping with traditional and spiritual conceptions 

of Sh ab bat; t.be emphasis is not on ritual observance. W bile none of these principles 

is antithetical to Reform philosophy. neither is there the inclusion of anything 

uniquely Reform . 

A "Catalogue of Shabbat Opportunities" was presented, including seven positive 

(Mj&zyol Axh.l and si:1 negative mitzvot (Mitzvot Lo Ta-aseh ). The manual used the 

language introduced by Doppelt and Polish. "It is a mitzvah to .... " The seven 

mitzvot aseh included family preparation for and celebration of Shabbat. lighting 

candles. reciting or chanting Kiddush. M2~i. Birkat HamazQn., attending worship 

services. "enjoying the special quality of Shabbat throughout the afternoon" and 

reciting Havdalah. It was considered a mitzvah not to engage in gainful work. 

perform .housework, go shopping, attend social or other public events during 

worship hours or participate in any activity "which violates or gives the 

appearance of violating Shmirat Shabbat." 121 

l 19W. Gunther Plaut, "The Sabbath in the Reform Movement," 186. 
l 20ccAR. Tadrich L'Shabbat. 5-6. 
12 ' lh.i.s!_ .. 10-11. 
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Upon reflection, it may be seen that this cata.lo1ue. particularly with respect to 

the prohibitions. is traditionally oriented. There are no Reform innovations offered. 

The last-mentioned mitzvah against mar'it ayjn. for e:1ample. had not previously 

been a part of mainstream Reform philosophy. As such the boot appears to violate 

Plaut's ori1ina1 (1965) intentions by mimictin1 a traditional Shabbat. In addition, 

readers of A Shabbat Manual were not provided with the criteria for lhe mitzvot that 

were included or for lhose which were not. Ei:p1anations are Hmited to whether or 

not a particular practice is in keepin1 with the spirit of Shabbat. These factors 

combfoe to produce a conception of Shabbat that is quite legaJistic. This tone is 

continued in the section of "Questions and Answers" based entirely, both questions 

and answers. on Jewish law. Questions include. "Who should Ji1ht Shabbat 

candlesr. MWhat is the orooer hour for lighting candles?", Mis it not contrarv to 

leyish tradition to hold late Friday evening services?", and "Is the Torah readin1 on 

Friday night a violation of Jewish law?" !Emphasis mine.] Solomon Freehofs 

answers were in accorda.n ce with Jewish tradition . 

The manual did attempt. if somewhat inconsistently. to accommodate the Reform 

principle of process. The preface stated: 

Each individual and each famiJy will decide where and how to 
begin. and what and how much to do to mate Sh ab bat an essential 
rhythm of life . Our shared faith in God. our love of the Jewish 
people. and our devotion to the Torah tradition give us a common 
base from which to start. The use of the following pages now 
depends on you.f 22 

This process. of course. depends on an assumed consensus regarding a shared faith 

in God and love of the Jewish people. etc . Jn addition. as mentioned above. because 

the boot did not include Reform innovations. or even an invitation for individual 

creativity, process was Jimited. That is. it may have been e:1ercised only to the e:1tent 

12200 .. 1. 
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that practices presented by the manu&f were incorporated (or not) into one's Jewish 

life. 

Jn his introductio11, Plaut referred to "Reform Halacha." Neither the concept nor 

the word, however, was used in the te1t of the boot.123 Rabbi Steven J. Peskind 

criticized the manual in a 1974 CCAR lournaJ article. He asked: 

Jn defining the concept of mitzvah. Dr. Plaut admits the word 
"H&lachah" was "intentionally avoided in order not lo e11ter into 
controversy over both the term and the concept in the conte1t of 
Reform Judaism." Isn't this just a "cop-out?" Jf our own Shabbat 
ManuaJ cannot enter such a controversy, where can we deaJ with 
it?l 21 

Peskind's question is a good one. We have already noted several problems with the 

word "halachah ." Our next chapter will attempt lo understand some of the causes of 

the controversy surrounding it. 

In 1971. with Tadrjch L'Shabbat approved and awaiting publication. W. Gunther 

Plaut wrote about a division within the movement; 

!Al division in the movement leiists] between those who believe 
that in order to have a meaningful future Reform must return to 
some sort of HaJacha, and those who find this either no problem at 
aJJ or one of .negligible proportion. With the appearance of the 
Shabbat Manual this fall. this issue can no longer be avoided. 
Halacha has made its re-entry inw the official fold of our 
movement. Some of our men wiH probably wonder how we passsed 
the Manual in the first place. but there it is. And if some of us can 
heJp it. this wiU onJy be the beginning .... 12~ 

Jt was only the beginning. At the 1972 post-convention meeting of t.he Encutive 

Board of the CCAR, it was moved that the Sabbath Committee take on a new .name and 

eipa.nd lo tackle issues associated with general Reform religious practice. The 

motion was seconded, but tabled. By the 1973 convention. however. the Secretary's 

report indicated that the Committee on the Sabbath had become the Committee o.n 

123The glossary defined balacbab as the "way to go" or "Jewish law," p.101. 
12.otsteven J. Peskind. "A Dubious Service." CCARI. 21(Summer197.ot): 93. 
l25w. Gunther PlauL. "New Directions for Reform Rabbis," !&ARI. 18(October1971) : 
24-27. 
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Reform Jewish Practice. With the establishment of this committee. the Conference 

moved into its nen phase of development. 

Shaarei llitna.h, Gates af llitna.la (1979) 

Gunther Plaut's report on the Committee on Reform Jewish Practice for 1973 

indicated that the committee had devoted most of its attention to a discussion of the 

desirabHity of further guides for Reform Jews. The result was unanimous 

agreement on the immediate creation of what tentatively would be called a Life­

Cyde Guide. By the 197' convention the Committee had produced a draft of Gates of 

Mitzvah : A Guide to the le-wish Llfe Cvde. &nd in 1976 a revised version was 

submitted to the CCAR for approval. 

It was mentioned earlier that the Centenary Perspective set the stage for the 

establishment of a 1uide to religious practice. The Gates of Mitzvab can be 

considered this guide. The paragraph on reli1ious practice from the Centenary 

Perspective appeared at the very be1innin I of Gates of Mitzvab. thus 1roundin1 the 

boot firmly within contemporary Reform philosophy. The Centenary statement. in 

essence. justifies the publication of lhe Gates of Mitzvah . The foreword. written by 

Gunther Plaut. provided more rationale for the boot's publication: 

The publication of this book proceeds from the .tnowled1e lhat 
Judaism was never meant to be merely a.o institutional religion . Its 
ultimate focus remains the individual. in personal observance and 
personal deed. at home and at wort . Our religion ur1es us. on our 
journey from life to death. to 1ive continual e.1pression to our 
belief in God and in the si1nificance of our membership in the 
historic people. This volume aims at helpin1 each individual Jew to 
make Jewish decisions in his or her Hfe. It sets out 4_Uideposts for 
makin1 such decisions. lhe rest is up to each person .i ~6 

Plaul's remar.ts reflect lhe spirit of lhe Centenary Perspective in that they indicate 

a desire for Reform Jews to establish a Jewish frame of reference, to live a Jife 

126W. Gunther Plaut. "Forward," in Simeon Maslin, ed .. Gates of Mitzvah (New York. 
1979). n.p. 
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which is fofJuenced in aH aspects by Judaism. The comment is also favorable to 

process. The guide may help people 1et started. but it is onJy a guide. The individual 

must wort to incorporate its contents into his/her life. 

The Gates of Mitzva.b was also written •to help searching Jews rediscover the 

treasure of mi1ZYa..h. which is theirs." This a11-encompasssin1 Hfestyle. however. was 

not intended to prohibit individual freedom. The authors emphasized the 

responsibHity of individual. educated choices: 

Gates of Mitzvab was conceived to help Jews mate Jewish 
responses. to 1ive their lives Jewish depth and character .... 
Reform Judaism ma.intains the principle of individual freedom; 
each Jew must mate a personal decision about the Judaism which 
has come down through the ages. Nevertheless all Jews who 
ac.tnowledge themselves to be members of their people and its 
tndition thereby limit their freedom to some e:s:tent. ... l 27 

Actnowledgment of Reform allegiance to the twin values of autonomy and 

responsibility was also realized by the inclusion of four essays on the meaning of 

mitzvah. which were considered in the first chapter of this thesis. The inclusion of 

four divergent views was intended to show readers of the guide the "breadth of 

possible interpretations and hopefully lmove them] to formulate their own basis for 

living jewishJy "128 

·Mitzvah" is ca1Jed the ".tey to authentic Jewish e:s:istence and to the sanctification 

of life" in the introduction to the boot. The "definition" continues: 

Its root meaning is 'commandment.' but mitzvah had come to have 
broader meanings. It suggests the joy of doing something for the 
sate of others and for the sate of God. and it conveys still more: it 
also speaks of livinR jewishly, nr meeting fife's challenges and 
opportunities in particular ways.J 29 

127Maslin. Gates of Mitzvah. '4. 
128"Report oft.he Committee on Reform Jewish Practice.'' CCARYB. 86 (1976), ~9. 
I 29Maslin. Gates of Mitzvah. 3. 
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No firm definition of mitzvah is provided; the essays sugsest four different ones.130 

The thread running through the philosophy presented in the introductory material 

of the guide, however. is one of intesration. That is. the movement, since adopting 

the Centenary Perspective, favors intesrating Juda.ism a..nd Jewishness into all 

aspects of a person's life. "Mitzvah" is the .key; Gates of Mitzva.b..is the guide. 

The authors of Gates of Mitzvah were forthright in their expJanation of the 

criteria used to determine the contents of the boo.t. They did "what they hoped all 

Jews do," they studied the tradition and then made choices with regard to nisting 

m.itzvot. If they fell the tradition was still applicable and meaningful for the age, 

they endorsed it strongly; if not. they rejected it. The authors were pa.rt.icularly 

open to suggest.ins alternative mitzvot when the tradition did not treat men and 

women equally. Yet. the point of departure was consistently the tradition. those 

mitzvot that had remained within the Jewish people throushout the generations. 

The boo.t included chapters on Birth. Childhood and Education. Marriase and the 

Jewish Home. and Death and Mourning . It also contained a Notes section. including 

"Sources and EJucidalions," the four theological essays, and a.n Appendi1 of essays on 

a wide variety of topics (for eia.mple, "A Jewish View of Se1uaHty," "ICashrut: A 

Reform Point of V.iew." and "The Admission of Converts."). 

Each of the main chapters besan with an introduction including Biblical 

bac.tsround. midrashim and other traditional te1ts, and modern Jewish beliefs. The 

Jansuage of mitzvah. as introduced by Doppelt and Polish. and incorporated into A 

Shabbat ManuaJ. remained in use in Gates of Mitzvah . The tnt offers a fuJJ ra.nse of 

mitzvah opportunities. most often consistent with what has been considered 

"standard" Reform practice. The boo.t is undeniably more demanding tha.n those 

l 30Note. however. the Glossary definition of "mitzvah" as "a commandment or good 
deed," p. 15.f. 
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which preceded it, hut the tone is always one of gentle persuasion rather than 

compulsion. 

Gates of Mitzvah does Jive up to its promise of creating Reform tradition where 

necessary. Several enmples of "new mitzvot" are examined here. In accordance 

with the authors' views on sexual equality, they suggest the ".new mitzvah" of a brit 

service for girls : "It is a mitzvah to bring daught.ers as weH as sons into the 

herit." l 31 It is also caJJed a mitzvah to test for genetic diseases prior to marriage, "in 

keeping with the fundamental Jewish principle of the sanctity of fife" The source 

provided for this "mitzvah" is the CCAR resolution urging Tay-Sachs testing .132 

It is also instructive to note what is not considered a mitzvah. One significant 

example is Kashrut . The guide caJls Kashrul a "tradition," and stated 

For some. traditional Kashrut wiH enhance the sanctity of the 
home and be observed as a mitzvab; for some. a degree of tasbrut. . 
. may be meaningful; and stiJJ others may find nothing of value in 
Kash rut. J 33 

The reader is directed to the appended essay on Kashrut. and urged to study the 

question. as Kashrut has been central to Jewish life for centudes 

The direction of this entry is totally in .keeping with the philosophy of the book. 

Reform Jews are urged to confront the tradition, study it, and then mate decisions. 

What has been meaningful to Jews throushout history may not be mandatory for 

practice. but it is for study and contemplation. The only problem may be in vhat is 

t.ermed a "mitzvah" and what is not. The inconsistency and vagueness, while 

intentional. tends to be confusins. Why is Tay-Sachs testing a "mitzvah" and 

Kashrut nnt? 

131Jb.isl .. 15. 
132 . illlil.. 30. See afso footnote -Cl. p.76. 
133 .Uilil .. '40. 
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One of the strengths of this book is the Notes section. It was provided to aJJow the 

use of Gates of Mitzvah as a source of information. The introduction to the Notes 

states its purpose: It was intended for those for whom "it wilJ not be enough to read 

that a Jew should do this or that; they wiJJ want to know why. What is the source of 

the mitzyah? How does Reform practice differ from traditional practice and why?" 

The elucidations and e:rp1anations aJJow the reader l£l capture the essence--the 

"t.a.mll.il"--of the mitzvah .134 Traditional te:rtua1 sources are cited, and the origins of 

customs are in eluded. But e:rpJanations of Reform practice are often incomplete. For 

example, regarding the minyan at a house of prayer, the note says: "W hife Reform 

Judaism does not require the presence of a minyan for the recitation of Kaddish or 

any other prayer. it is appropriate that a minyan be assembled whenever 

possible." 135 The reader is left wondering why Reform Judaism does not require a 

minyan. and if that is so. why it is "appropriate" to assembJe one. This "npJanationH 

is inconsistent and potentiaJJy confusing . 

On the whole. Shaarei Mitzvab is a noble attempt at a guide to Reform Jewish 

practice. The task is inherently difficuJt. for there is a muJtitude of factors which 

must be considered and dealt with. The boot Jae.ts unity due its pluralistic 

commitment to include as many conceptions of mitzvah, and to be as comprehensive. 

as possible. As a resuJt. it is sometimes difficult to determine the priority of the 

mitzvah opportunities presented within its pages. It possesses strength as a 

reference and as a means for providing Reform Jews the opportunity to add 

meaning to their Jives with Judaism and Jewishness. 

l31Ibid .. 67. 
I 351JWl,_ 9). 
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Shaarei lla-eid. Gates aft.he Seasons (1913) 

As early as 1977 the Committee on Reform Jewish Practice announced its 

intention to create a companion to its Jife-cycJe guide with a volume on tbe Jewish 

holidays. They also sought to update the decade-old A Shabbat Manual. The result of 

their efforts was Gates of the Sea.sons: A Guide to the Jewish Year. 

This guide, lite its predecessor. was designed to help Reform Jews ma.te their 

lives more Jewish. Gates of the Seasons and Gates of Mitzvab emerged out of the same 

Centenary paragraph. <The passage on the Reform Jew's obHgations to religious 

practice appears in a prominent spot at the beginning of the boo.t.) I' hat the first 

volume provided in the way of guidance for life cycle events, the present work did 

for the holiday cycle. The introductory material on the Jewish Calendar included 

the committee's intentions fo creating this guide: "As Jews living in the Diaspora. 

two calendars regulate our lives. the civil and the Jewish. For us the days, the 

months. and the years bear two dates and tvo distinct rhythms. This volume . . . is 

designed to help Jevs feel more dearly the flow of Jewish time." The boo.t was 

"conceived to help jevs mate Jewish responses and to give their Jives Jewish depth 

and cbaracter.M136 

Li.te Gates of Mitzvah. Gates of the Seasons is based on the premise of mitzvah. 

without providing a definition of the term. The holiday guide also stresses the 

importance of mitzvah as "the .tey to authentic Jewish existence and to the 

sanctification of life." 137 In one place the philosophy npressed in Gates of the 

~a.sons bears a distinct resemblence to that in the .Doppelt and Polish guide. The 

authors of Shaarei Mo-eid stated that the mitzvot provide 

136Peter S. J::nobeJ. ed., Gates of the Seasons (New York: 1983). 5-6. 
1371.b.id. .. 6. Note. too. that the Glossary definition does not agree with the one 
provided in the text. This Glossary. like that of Gates of Mitzva..b. defines "mitzvah" as 
'"Commandment.' Good deed, religious duty," p. 177. 
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rich opportunities to transform the ordinary into the sacred. The 
mitzvah of Shabbat and the festivals sanctify certain days by 
linking them to significant moments in Jewish history or to 
important Judaic concepts.138 

ParticuJarJy striking are comments in this volume related to the criteria of 

selection employed by the authors. Simeon Maslin, chair of the committee which 

produced the guide, made standard references to the philosophy of Reform that 

encourages oJd/new practices which enrich life and discourages ones which are no 

longer meaningful. Jn this context he noted the dual commitment of Reform to both 

autonomy and obligation: 

In this boot . .. certain ancient practices are recommended and 
others are not . .. . Those customs of Jong-standing which stiJJ have 
meaning and which add beauty and Jewish depth to our Jives 
should be observed. But. as Reform Jews. we have every right to 
discard practices which have Jost meaning for contemporary Jews 
and which lack an aesthetic dimension .139 

MasJin's terminology is instructive: Reform Jews "should" observe practices that 

they find meaningful. In contrast. they "have the right" to discard others With 

these remarks. Maslin added a new perspective to the choice process. first Maslin 

cha1Jenged Jews to make Judaism the primary factor in their Jives: "We must never 

forget. .. that ve are first and foremost Jews. related to four thousand years of 

Jevish history and related to thirteen miJJion Jews the world over " Then Maslin 

Hn.t.ed the primacy of Jewish identification vith religious observance: 

Therefore. the burden of oroof must al'vays be on those yho yant 
to abandon a particular tradition. not on those who want to retain 
it. Without strong links to the vast body of Jewish tradition. we 
may be good people but we are certainly not good Jews capable of 
transmitting Judaism to the next generation.1"10 !Emphasis in 
original. I 

These words seem to be directed at Classical Reformers. skeptical of the changes in 

the Reform movement. and therefore more inclined to reject than to accept Jewish 

13811Wi. .. 13. 
l39lbid .. viii . 
110u..:.. . .. 

.l.Jllll. , VHJ. 
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tradition. MasJin's words are pointed. for not only does be speat of survival, but be 

makes a value judgment on the "1ood-ness" of a jew.1'41 'l'hiJe individual autonomy 

is as valued as it ever was. the burden of proof is now placed on those who wish lo 

abandon practices. rather than on those who wish lo teep them. This idea is 

consistent with Borowitz's contention that dissent is acceptable only after an 

encounter wilh tradition. 

Gates of lhe Seasons perpetuates another longstanding Reform principle, that of 

process Gates of Mitzvab encouraged its readers lo begin anywhere: the important 

thing was lo begin lo Jive Jewishly. The present volume presents the same 

philosophy. The introduction ends with this admonition: 

The edifice of Jewish Jiving is constructed of mjtzvot. As a building 
is constructed one brict at a time, so is a significant Jewish life. 
Our sages recognized that the observance of one mitzvab leads lo 
the observance of others. As Ben Azzai said: 'One mitzvab brings 
another in its wake.' IMishnab. Avot ..f.21 The secret of observing 
mitzvot is lo be gin .112 

An innovation not found in previous guides, was that Gates of the Seasons 

included Hebrew translations of all entries in the table of contents. This, coupled 

with the inclusion of Hebrew terms for alJ practices (as in Gates of Mitzyab ). 

suggests an effort by the Reform movement to incorporate Hebrew terminology into 

the vocabularies of Reform Jews. Sbaarei Mo-eid contains ei:planations and 

guidelines for the observance of all Jewish holidays, in accordance wilh the 

philosophy ei:pressed in the introduction regarding the consideration of aJJ that is 

within Jewi'h tradition. Thus, the guide in dud~ the t.raditfonal. but not necessariJy 

"Reform," boHdays Tu B'ishvat. Rosh Cbodesb and Tisha b'Av. Minor fast days are 

mentioned. but their significance is dismissed: "Reform judasim ta.tes no special 

l11 Note the irony here. This message is conveyed through words corresponding 
almost verbatim to a statement found in the Pittsburgh Platform. The wording 
there was: "we ... maintain only such ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our Jives. 
but .reject all such as are not adapted to the views and habits of modern civilization ." 
142MasJin, Gates of Mitzvah. 6. 
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note of these days in its Jiturgy a.o.d, in general. Reform Jews do .not observe them." 

Similarly, TashJich is described as u option, but not encoura.ged.J~3 

The u:pla.o.ations and descriptions. especially as enhanced by the u:tensive 

footnotes. are thorough a.nd generally positive in tone. The guide includes details 

and how-to instruct.ions for various customs. incJuding the lighting of Cha.nukah 

candles and the practice of Bediiat Chametz. 

One of the most .notable aspects of Gates of the Seasons is the sect.ion on Shabbat. 

which represents a revision of the catalogue of Shabbat opportunities listed i.o. A 

Shabbat ManuaJ. The updated version reflects the changes undergone by the 

movement in the ten years subsequent to the publication of the first guide. Three 

aspects of Shabbat--joy (o.neg), sanctity (tedush&h ), and rest (me.o.uchah )--were 

presented as purposes of Shabbat observance in the Manual. In Gates of the Seasons. 

these appear as mitzvot. Litewise. blessing of the children by parents is caUed a 

"sacred custom" in 1972: in 1983 it is a mitzvah . H~ Bikur Cholim on. Shah bat also 

achieves mitzvah-status in Gates of the Seasons. whereas Tadrich L'Shabbat includes 

it as an activity worthy of the speciaJ quality of Shabbat afternoon. 

Shaarei llusar (in process) 

Over the years. many Reform rabbis have expressed the desire for a Reform 

guide to ethics. In 19n the Committee on Religious Practice projected the creation 

of this type of guide i.o. co.o.junctio.o. with a guide to the boHdays. In 1982 the 

committee reported that it felt a volume on et.hies was .necessary, "so as not to 

compromise the Reform emphasis on ethics over mitzvah ." "45 This comment. 

uttered by committee chair Simeon MasHn. is instructive. for it suggests that et.hies 

is not mitzvah. This may. of course. be due to a Jact of clarity i.o. eipression. for 

143.lbid.. .. 10-4-105 and 121 respectively. 
Iii A Shlbbat Manual. 22; Gates of the Seasons. 27. 
li5"Report of the Committee on Relisious Practice," CCARYB. 92 (1982) : 19'4. 
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Reform Jews have always considered high ethical standards mandatory. It. is likely 

that Maslin simply meant "ritual" when he sa.id "mitzvah." It is not uncommon, 

however. for laypeople to use "mitzvah" lo mea.n"ritual" alone . 

The foreword lo Gates of the Seasons mentions the 1uide to ethics: 

With these two volumes [Gates of Mitnah and Gates of the Seasons] . 
. . we have by no means e1hausted the possibilities for mitzvot 
within our Jewish tradition. lie have not even touched upon the 
vast field of elhica.J milZ:v..Q!--business ethics, family ethics. medical 
et.hies, etc. lie look fonr"ard lo the publication someday soon of a 
volume an elhks f!'tJm ~R~fo!'m j~"!o'ish p~i!!tQfY!~'!' . 1'46 

Despite the on1oin1 commitment to el.hies, at first even emphasized over ritual. the 

Reform movement has yet to publish a guide to ethics. This fact is of major 

significa.nce, as will be discussed in Chapter Three. 

The 1uides published by individuals and by the CCAR it.self differed with .respect 

to content. They were alJ philosophicalJy similar. however. All reflected the 

particular decade in which they appeared. As such, the 1uides grew increasin1ly 

favorable to tradition. Yet none of the guides claimed authority; each described 

itself as "only a 1uide." Eugene Borowitz made this observation with respect to the 

CCAR volumes: 

!The guides] have been acceptable lo the broad membership of the 
Conference because no one disputes their lack of authority. For a.11 
that they may speak of their contents as mitsvab. commandment, 
or be called by their enthusiastic proponents Reform haJachah. 
they bind no one. They are .resources for .rabbis and lay people to 
utilize in full personal freedom .1 <i7 

AJl the guides described above are ezcellent enabling tools. That is. they provide 

Reform Jews with the opportunities for makin1 their lives more .religiously and 

l,.6Knobel. Ga.Les oJ the Seasons. viii-iz. 
1"'Eu1ene B. Borowitz. Liberal Juda.ism (New Yo.rt., 198.f) . 329-330. 
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spirituaJly fu1fi1Jing. BiaJ's Liberal Judaism at Ho~. and the Conference 

publications Gates of Mitzvah and Gates of the Seasosns are also particularly 

successful as sources of information. eipJanatfon, and elucidation. As the Doppelt 

and Polish volume and A Sbahbat Manual Jact suffident explanative and 

informational material. they are Jess helpful as references. Eartier publications 

(Doppelt and Polish and BiaJl were descriptive in nature. Later, the "official" 

products of the Reform movement tended more toward encouragement and 

persuasion . 

The Responsa Literature 

Thus far our analysis has been of specific and discrete pieces of literature. Jn 

contrast. our approach to Reform responsa wiH be as a body. or type. of literature. 

Solomon B Freehof is by far the most prolific author of responsa in the recent 

Reform period. although the Reform movement has possessed a rabbinical 

Committee on Responsa for many decades. l<t8 The procedure has always been that a 

legal question (she'elah) is posed (usuaJly by a rabbi), and then the committee or a 

representative of the committee provides an answer (teshuvah ). related to Jewish 

tradition. Freehof served as the chair of the CCAR Responsa Committee for over 

twenty years. In 1976 he reported that the number of sbe'elot was increasing 

steadily, with the committee receiving between 150 and 200 each year: "Our men 

want to tnow increasingly what is the reaction of our historic legal literature to the 

problems which confront them." 119 

Freehof employs a wide spectrum of sources as the foundation for his answers. 

including Bible. Talmud. Mishneh Torah. the ShuJchan Aruch, Rashi. the Tosafot. 

148These responsa cover a wide variety of topics and have been published in 
numerous volumes. See, for eiample, Walt.er Jacob. ed .. American Reform Responsa 
<New York. 197'4). a collection of responsum from previous publications. 
149Solomon B. Freehof. Reform Jewish Practice, augmented edition (Cincinnati. 
1976} '6. 
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Aruch haShuJchan. the Maggid Mishnah and other haJachic commentators and 

respondents. In the end, however. his answers often reflect the spirit of t.be age. 

and/or his own opinion. Freehof counters criticism of his wort with respect to this 

procedure by pointing out. correctly, that traditional respondents "toot cognizance 

of contemporary events and acknowledged as much. We must at Jeast conclude that 

the traditional oose,kim. too. lived in their world. and were knowingly influenced by 

it." 150 

Freehof explains his conception of the Reform interest in responsa, and the 

rationale supporting his use of sources: 

The Reform movement which had based itseJf first of aJl primarily 
on the Bible. now realizes that God spoke to Israel liiewise through 
its many centuries' devotion to the study of the law. We are 
see.king a reunion with that grand eipression of Jewish thought 
and feeling which is embodied in the vast Halachic literature .151 

Despite this "reunion" with the Halachic literature. Freehof ac.knowJedges that his 

wort has no binding quaJity. This attitude reflects a most untraditional 

understanding of "halachah." In his own. frequently stated terms, it is merely 

"advisory." In addition. Freehof also routinely completes a teshuvah with a.n 

invitation for the respondent to come to his/her own dedsion. The intention of 

course, is that if the reader will read the entire answer. and not just the permissive 

conclusion. the decision will be made from an informed perspective. Freehofs chief 

purpose is to "describe present day Reform Jewish practices and the traditional 

rabbinic laws from which they are derived." 

Freehof stressed the ethical and sociological aspects of the respo.nsa process. He 

believed that we are .not likely to adopt the "ceremoniaJ prohibitions. the restrictive 

negatives to the law. except. of course. those of direct moraJ impact." Tie are more 

l50Kennet.b J Weiss. ~Freehofs Methodology as a Reform Jewish HaJachist." journal 
of Reform lud&ism, 32 (Summer 1985) : 58 
15lfreehof, Reform Jewish Practic'e. 6. 
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likely to accept, not the fuH Jist of positive commandments, "but one might say folk 

commandments. Mjnhauzim that have emerged from the life of the people and are 

dear to the people .... We are strengthening our folk feeling . We are 'see.king 

brethren.'" 1~2 This explanation for acceptable Reform Jewish practice conflicts 

with those offered and endorsed by other influential Reform thinkers, Hke W. 

Gunther Plaut. 

At t.bis juncture. it is necessary to note that much of Freehofs wort is 

controversial His use of the term "halachah" as advisory, his met.bod of 

constructing responsa. t.be very fact that he chooses to do it, what it means, and its 

"legitimacy" or "authenticity" (that is. its "worth." in the minds of his critics). may 

all be chaJlenged. The entire issue of the tension between Reform and halachah. 

e1pressed most acutely jn the responsa literature. requires eitensive examination_ 

The discussion of these important matters is more appropriately deferred, however, 

to the neit chapter. 

The Rabbi's Manuals 0917. 1928. 1961. 1988) 

The services contained within the rabbi's manuals present accurate reflections 

of contemporary Reform theo1o1ogica1 notions and attitudes toward practice. They 

are. in effect, the movement's way of ensuring that certain p.dnciples and values 

are conveyed, and certain rituals practiced. We may thus observe changes in 

emphasis and understanding regarding mitzvot a.nd ritual practice by analyzfog 

these publications. 

The first rabbi 's manual was entitled Minister's Handbook. reflecting the 

contemporary custom of referring to rabbis as ministers. This is a direct adaptation 

from the American church. Eleven years prior to the eventual publiation of lhe 

152Solomon B. Freehof, Coo.temporarv Refo.rm Responsa (Cincinnati, 197.f), 5 . 
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manual, a debate ensued in the CCAR convention on the advisabilily of includjng a 

section Jist.i.ng a number of halachot to serve as guidance for Reform rabbis, 

especially the younger ones.i53 The Committee on the Minist.er's Handbook had 

recommended thal two of the most learned Reform rabbis. Kohler and DeulSch, 

formulate a number of halachot, ·or 1avs," for inclusion in the handbook. 

Kaufmann Kohler said, 

I must. dec1are the responsibility for lhe unfortunate term, 
"Modern HaJatot." When the contents of the prop<lsed Minister's 
Hand Boot vere discussed in the committee I suggest.ed that for lhe 
gujdan ce of young rabbis certain rules should be stated whkh 
govern Jewish practice in modern Reform congregations in 
opposition to the ancient Orthodo1 or traditional praclice .... In 
view of all these uncertainties, I suggest.ed that an elucidation of 
the principles of reform in connection vith a statement of the 
functions of the modern rabbi be presented in the Hand Boot; not. 
however in the spirit of legislation. but in the spirit of guidance. I 
am the very last to propose a new boot of laws. but I insist that 
there be a clearer syst.em and certain guiding principles in the 
practice of the modern rabbi. Neither Dr. DeulSch nor J want to 
dictate. We want simply to counsel and to assist those who request 
enJightenment.• 151 

The haJachot were ultimately omitted. The report of the handbook c<Jmmittee in 191'4 

includes an interesting passage: 

It will be noted that the Committee 's manuscript in its entirety 
adheres as cJosely as practical to tradition . In the preparation of 
each servke contained in this manuscript various rituals of the 
c<Jnservalive synagog have been consulted.15' 

Kohler felt that this "spirit of conservatism" would be unacceptable to "at Jeast 

ha.JC the members" of the Conference.156 He provided sharp criticism of the 

manuscript. ca1Jing elements of it "more popish than the Pope himself." and moved 

to defer its acceptance. He did not feel the book was true to Reform principles 

l53CCARYB. 16 (1906): 58ff. 
1511.tilil .. 60. 

155"Report of the Committee on Minister's Handbook," CCARYB. 2-4 (191'4): '.57. 
156.IJWL 58. 
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Others agreed, and the manuscri.Pt was rejected . Rabbi Stoh rema.r.ted that "It may 

take twenty more years, but eventually we wiJJ have the Handboo.t." 1.57 

The manual was finally published in 1917, and underwent revisions in 1928 and 

1961. The newest edition is scheduled for publication in May, 1988. (for purposes of 

comparison. however. the draft version of 1985 was consulted.) In general, we not.e 

obvious trends toward tradition in subsequent revisions. This is apparent in the 

ceremonies included in each edition . The Minister's Hapdboot of 1917 includes 

twenty services or prayers. There are services for many public events. such as the 

laying of a synagogue cornerstone and the consecration of a new home. as weJI as 

public services for the newly married and the critically ill. There is a circumcision 

ceremony and a Confirmation service. The 1928 revision. now entitled Rabbi's 

Manual. added prayers for the betrothed, an afternoon service at a house of 

mourning and a dedication of a Sefer Torah . 

Preceding publication of the 1961 manual. a survey of the Conference 

membership indicated a desire for more variation in services, especially for 

marriages and funerals. This is perhaps due to the frequency with which rabbis 

performed these particular ceremonies; they needed fresh approaches to avoid 

tedium. The members also .requested naming and B'nai Mitzvah ceremonies. a 

marriage service for elderly couples, Pidyon ha-Ben and a cremation service. The 

Pidyon ha-Ben and B'nai Mitzvah ceremonies were not included, but all other 

requests were accommodated. 

The most recent manual reflects the many changes undergone by the movement 

in the last seventeen years. There is an increased use of Hebrew, a distinct attempt 

at providing choice (in both style and content. similar to that begun in Gates of 

Prayer) . and the inclusion of several new prayers and services. For example, there 

l.57lb.Ul. 
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is a bril ceremony for &iris. a conversion service with praye.rs for the mi.tveh. and a 

prayer to be recited upon ma.Icing aJiyah . There is also the addition of a ceremony 

for first-born babies. of both snes. at thirty days. We wiU compare the treatment of 

four ceremonies. circumcision, marriage. conversion a.nd rabbi's installatio.n, in the 

different manuals. notin1 especially the portrayal of .mitzvah in each . 

Circuacision 

This custom has remained virtually unchanged from 1917 unlil 1985. Jn fact. the 

most marted difference is with respect Lo translation of the traditional blessfog 

recited before mitzvot. The first three versions translate. "asher .tidshanu 

b'mitzvotav" as "1'ho has sanctified us by Thy commandments and enjoined upon us 

the rite of circumcision ." Jn 1985 the translation of the blessing appears as "by 

whose Mitzvot we are haJJowed, who has given us the mitzvah of circumcision." (p . 

6) The latest interpretation leaves the Hebrew for the word "mitzvah" untranslated. 

a practice "hich began with Gates of Prayer. This serves to reinforce the concept of 

mitzvah. one of the stated intentions of the movement. At other points in the 

service. "mitzva.h " is substituted for the "Jaw" used in previous editions. 

We must acknowledge another aspect of the translation of the blessing. The 

words "given us" denote the new premium placed on responsibility in contemporary 

Reform theology. The commandments are given Lo Reform Jews, who are then 

obligated to fulfill them. How they choose to do so is a matter of individual choice. 

The 1985 volume also includes a brit ceremony for girls (p. 12). This is identical to 

the one for boys, with the omission only of the circumcision portion. The blessing 

calls it a mitzvah to bring girls into the covenant of the people of Israel. This is in 

accordance with the egalitarian philosophy eipressed in G&tes of Mitzvah : 

It is a mitzvah to bring daughters as well as sons into the berit. 
Reform Judaism is committed to the equality of the sHes, and in 
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consonance with this principle. pa.rents should a.r.range a be.rit 
service for girls either at home or in the synagogue.J58 

Muria1e 

With .respect to mitzvah, the only change made in the weddin& ceremony in 

nea.rly seventy yea.rs is the one mentioned above for circumcision. That is, in 1985 

lhe translation of Bi.r.tatErusfo. includes the untranslated Hebrew word "mitzvah ." 

(pp. 27-28) While both the 1928 and 1961 versions contain the Hebrew blessing. the 

Minister's Handbook. includes soleJy the English . Of course. as would be eipected. 

more traditions a.re included with each revision . The latest version also contains a 

substantial amount of choice in material to be used. 

Co.1nenioa 

The 1917 conversion service mentions neither Torah nor mitzvot. With the 

giving of the name. the rabbi is instructed t.o say. " . . . with this name as token you 

are now a member of the household of Israel and have assumed all .rights. privileges. 

and responsibilities." (p. 35) "Responsibilities" in 1917 me&nt fulfilling the Mission 

of Israel 

There were no mentions of To.rah o.r mitzvot in the 1928 version, either. But. this 

manual does include the V'ahavta. in both English and Hebrew (p. 35). which 

mentions the Jew 's obligation to live by the commandments. The p.raye.r is 

translated using "commandments." The above-mentioned admonition fo.r the 

convert to assume .rights. privileges and responsibilities is .repeated he.re (p. 36). 

The 1961 version includes only the English of the V'ahavta. and no mention of 

rights, etc. 

The most .recent version contains some interestfog innovations. A new question 

is added to the list asked the convert: "Do you commit yourseJf to the pursuit of Torah 

l~8Maslin, Gates of Mitzvah, 15. 
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and Jewish tnowled1e7" (p. 103) This question, and Lbe inclusion of the responsive 

readin1 be1innin1. "The Torah of God is perfect. .. ," (pp.103-10'4) reflect a positive 

attitude toward Lhe primacy of Torah in Lhe life of a Jew. A service for immersion at 

the mitveb contains the blessing, " ... vho has hallowed us by mitzvot and 

commanded us concerning the rite of ill.ill." (p. 110) The inclusion of the service 

for the mitveh indicates a strong tendency tovard tradition which does not 

necessarily reflect common practice; it is not the practice of all Reform rabbis to 

insist upon mi.tveh for conversion purposes. One may assume that the authors of 

this manual intend to encourage Reform rabbis toast prospective gerim to consider, 

if not accept, this ritual . 

1.n.stallatia.a af Rat.bis 

Two manuals include services for the installation of a rabbi. These are noted here 

because of the emphasis in the lauer on Torah. In 1928 it is suggested that t.be 

rabbi's installation tate the place of the Torah reading on Friday evening, or the 

Haftarab reading on Shabbat morning. An optional opening prayer as.ts God to 

"reveal unto [the rabbi) the wonders of Thy Torah." (p. 133) The 1985 configuration 

(pp. 117-126) takes place before t.be Torah service. and includes the passing down of 

the Torah from generation to generation. This ritual is accompanied by the vords, 

"Moses received the Torah at Sinai ... the Torah bas been passed dovn to our own 

time." The inclusion of this phrase emphasizes the importance of Torah. but begins 

with a notion contrary w Reform theology . These vords also appear in Gates of 

Prayer. vhere some have understood them to be (even originally) intended as 

metaphor. A responsive reading calls upon the congregation to pray: "Let the 

Torah be the soul of all his/her teaching. Let him/her teach us mitzvot. sacred 

deeds. a way of life." This passa1e is a clear reflection of the primacy of mitzvot. and 
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the desirablity of Judaism as a way of life. The rabbi, in his/her instaHation, 

receives the .responsibility of transmitting these vaJues. 

GeneraJ Summary 

This chapter has provided a delaHed account of the .reJevant publications by 

individual .rabbis and by the CCAR itseJf. 'fe have noted substantial changes in 

&Uitude: a new commitment lo an integration of Judaism and Jewishness. a .renewed 

sense of obligation, a positive app.roach to mitzvah, an inc.reased tole.ranee in the 

idea of haJachah. We have offe.red some eipJanations fo.r this change in viewpoint. 

but ou.r understanding is stiH limited. What facto.rs account for such a significant 

attitudinal change? And. what may account for the inconsistencies and 

ambivaJen ces? Our ne1t chapter attempts to e1pJore the root causes of the evolution 

by focusing on socioJogicaJ and psychological theo.ries .regarding attitude change. 

The theories wiJJ be applied to issues discussed throughout this thesis, in an attempt 

to provide a deeper unde.rstanding of the specific changes int.he Reform movc-inr>nt. 
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Chapter Three 

PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERPRITATIONS 

We have observed rather significant e.1amples of altitude change, i.nco.nsistency. 

and confusion with respect to ritual mitzvot in the American Reform movment 

throughout its history. Some aspects of the change are stubbornly ine.1pHcable. 

even after theological and historical analyses. The body of psychological literature 

known as consistency theory tries to mate sense of such attitudinal changes. The 

basic premise of cognitive consistency theory states that individuals are motivated to 

maintain or achieve consistency in thought and behavior. Generalizing from the 

individual to a group. we may assume that this holds for reHgious ideas as weJI as for 

anythin.!I eJse. We would therefore e1pect the various elements in a religious 

philosophy to form a consistent beJief system.I Evidence presented in the first two 

chapters suggests that this is not the case with Reform Judaism . Surely one would 

eipect changes in a reJigious system in the course of over l 00 years. yet time itself 

does not create change . Something or some things have changed within the minds 

of Reform thinkers. We turn to these psychological theories for some additional 

insi.!lhl into the changes undergone by the Reform movement in America. 

Because consistency theory postulates that people are uncomfortable with 

inconsistency. and are motivated toward achieving consistency in thought. altitude 

change may be understood as the result of perceived inconsistency in thought by an 

1Reform Judaism has historically stressed the freedom of the individual. The 
argument presented in this chapter proceeds from the assumption by the present 
author that basic concepts in a religious system (e .g .. God-concept, understanding of 
revelation, definitions of key words like "mitzvah") should be consistent. This idea 
stems from the concept of "elegance" in a theory. That is. the more elements that 
may be e1plained by a theory. the more "elegant" that theory . Elegance and 
consistency are thus interrelated. Generalizing to the realm of reli1ious 
philosophy, one would e.1pect to find a certain elegance or consistency with respect 
to the various elements in that religion. Reform has not achieved this type of 
consistency. 
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individuaJ (or 1roup). A simple change in attitude serves to eliminate the 

inconsistency. The best known of the consistency theories. cognitive dissonance 

theory, was put forth by Leon Fest.in1er in 1957 in a boot eiititled. A Theorv of 

Co1nit.ive Dissonance. We wiH survey the major points of Festi1l1er's theory. 

consider some at.her consistency theories. and then loot briefly at related theories 

of conformity and social influence. Then we shall attempt to apply some of the 

psychological e:s:planat.ions of attitude chan1e to developments within the Reform 

movement. 

Literature Reyiey of Cognitive Consistency Theories 

At the root of cognitive consistency theory is the assumption that individuals 

possess. and desire to possess. systems of belief and attitudes which are internally 

consistent In fact. it has been postulated that the human need for consistency 

functions as a motivating factor . much like hun1er or thirst. just a.s people are 

motivated to reduce hunger by eating. so are they inclined to reduce inconsistency 

in thought. Inconsistency is "uncomfortable." so people will attempt to reduce or 

eliminate il. 

In 1960 William McGuire tested the hypothesis that people have a drive for 

consistency By changing one premise in an experimental subject's belief 

structure. McGuire consequently changed that person's higher-order beliefs which 

were founded on that premise. He attributed this result to a tendency to move toward 

consistency. The e:rperimental subject could not maintain incompatible elements 

within one syHogism. A chanse in one belief necessitated a change in another. 

McGuire also showed that persuasive messases were more effective if they attempted 

to push the individuaf s belief toward greater consistency than toward 
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inconsistency.2 Research has even suggested that individuals need not be aware of 

their inconsistencies lo be motivated toward consistency. 

Festinger introduced the terms "consonance· and "dissonance· to replace 

"consistency" and "inconsistency." respectively, terms he considered to be more 

neutral. Consonance and dissonance refer to types of relations between pairs of 

"elements" in cognition. "elements" being the things a person tnows. Two elements 

are consonant if they fit together, dissonant if they do not. Festinger's formula for 

the existence of dissonance is: "Two elements are in a dissonant relation if. 

considering these two afone. the obverse of one element would foHow from the 

other .... I. and y are dissonant if not-1 follows from not-y."3 If individuals are 

predisposed lo favor consonance, how and why does dissonance arise? Why do 

people find themselves doing things thaJ do not fit with what they know or believe, 

or having some opinions which do not correspond to their other opinions? 

Festinger offers two possibilities for the introduction of dissonance. New events 

may happen or new information may become known lo a perscn, creating at least a 

momentary dissonance with existing knowledge, opinion or cognition . It is true that 

people will try lo avoid situations and information which could potentially increase 

their dissonance , but no one has complete control over the environmenl. Festinger 

contends that the existence of dissonance is therefore an everyday condition: 

Very few things are all black or all white: very few situations are 
clear-cut enough so that opinions or behaviors a.re not to some 
e:1lent a mi:1ture of contradictions .. . . where an opinion must be 
formed or a decision taken, some dissonance is created between the 
cognition of the action taken and those opinions or knowledges 
which tend lo point to a different action·"' 

21. J. McGuire. "A SylJogistic Analysis of Coanitive Relationships,'' i.n C. Hovland and 
M. R(Jsenberg . eds .. Attitude Or1Bnization a.nd Change (New Haven . 1960) . 2'.). 
3Leon Festinger. A Theorv of Co1nitive Dissonance (Stanford. 1957). 13. 
4lbid .. 5. 
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Festinger's statement indicates that dissonance is possibJe, even JikeJy, with every 

decision one mates. Dissonance would be e:1pected to be greatest where lhe chosen 

&lternative conta.ined unfavorabJe. as well as favorable. elements. and the unchosen 

&lternative included attractive factors in addition to unattractive ones. The Jess 

clear-cut the choice. then. the more lhe potential for dissona.nce. 

Festinger identified other sources from which dissona.nce may arise. One nample 

is from logical inconsjstency. If a person believed that it was possible for people to 

Jive on the moon. but also believed that there is no way to supply o:iygen on lhe 

moon. that person would bold two dissonant cognitions. The obverse of one belief 

follows from the other on logical grounds in the person's own thinking process. 

Dissonance may also be created because of cultural mores and/or out of past 

e1perien ce _.5 

Festinger cont.ends that it is nearly impossible t.Q avoid dissonance: "For almost 

any action a person might take, for almost any feeling be might have. there wHl 

most likely be at least one cognitive element dissonant with this 'behavioraJ' 

element." And. the magnitude of this dissonance will be directly proportional to the 

importance of the two elements. Obviously, the more these elements are valued by 

the person the greater the degree of dissonance .6 

In 1962. after receiving criticism from other researchers. Festinger added 

another element lo bis theory_ He accepted the idea that commitment was Lied 

closely with post-decision dissonance. This means that simply making a decision 

will not necessarily produce dissonance; the person must be commiu.ed lo his/her 

decision and its possible consequences. According lo Fesl.inger. commitment 

"unequivocally affects subsequent behavior."' 

5l.b.i.!L 1'4. 
6 lh.i.d... 16 -
7Leon Festinger. "Behavioral Support for Opinion Change." Public Opinion Quarterly 
. 28 (196..Ca) : 4'04--417 . 
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The theory postulates that people are likely to be motivated to reduce dissonant 

co1nitions. And, the strength of the pressure to reduce the dissonance is ei:pected to 

be a direct function of its magnitude. The sreater the dissonance, the greater the 

intensity of the action to decrease the dissonance and the greater the avoidance of 

situations that would increase the dissonance. There a.re several ways to decrease 

dissonance. 

One powerful means of reducing dissonance is by changing behavior. WhiJe 

many theories. and common sense. might su1gest that actions are determined by 

belief. one of the innovations of dissonance theory is that it proposes the opposite: 

actions may determine belief. In psychological terms. 

When the dissonance under consideration is between an element 
corresponding to S<Jme .knowled1e concerning environment. . . and 
a behavioral element. the dissonance can ... be eliminated by 
changing the behavioral cognitive element in such a way that it is 
consonant with the environmental element. The simplest and 
easiest way in which this may be accomplished is to change the 
action or feeling which the behavioral element represents. Given 
that a cosnilion is responsive to 'reality.' ... if the behavior of the 
organism changes. the cognitive element or elements 
corresponding to this behavior will likewise change. This method 
of reducing or eliminating dissonance is a very frequent 
occurrence .8 

Tb is hypothesis has important implications for our analysis. and we wilJ return to it 

below . 

A second method of dissonance reduction is changing an environmental 

cognitive element. But because it is difficult to control the environment, Festinger 

does not dwell on this option in his theory. 

The third possibility is of considerable interest to us. Adding new cognitive 

elements. changing "knowledge" about something, is an effective means of reducing 

dissonance . This may be accomplished in several ways. One may actively seek out 

new information that would reduce the total dissonance and/or avoid new 

8festin1er. Dissonance. 19. 
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information Lhat might. increase ei:isti.ng dissonance. It. is also possible Lo add new 

elements which ".reconcile" two disscnant elements. To HJust.rate Lhis last. method, 

Festinge.r cites the case of the "lfaJut" people. but the.re are an infinite number of 

parallel namples of Lhis type of Lhought process. The lfalut are a nonHterate 

society which firmly believes Lhat people are good. They believe that not only 

should people be good. but that Lhey a.re good. Yet, by some quirt. the children of 

this culture a.re particularly aggressive. hostile. and destructive. It is dear that the 

Ifaluk belief in t.he intrinisic goodness of people is disscnant wit.h t.he .reaJity of the 

children 's behavior. The.re a.re a number of possible ways in which the lfalut 

might. have reduced the dissonance of this situation. They could have changed t.hei.r 

belief about the .natu.re of people or modified it such that people a.re whoJJy good 

only at maturity. Or. t.hey could have .redefined "good" t.o include t.he behavior of the 

Ifalut children. But lhe society solved its problem by introducing a third belief. and 

effectively .reduced the dissonance by "reconciliation." The lfalut created a belief 

in the nistence of malevolent ghosts which enter into children and do bad thirigs.9 

This construction allows for the lfaluk to continue their belief in the goodness of 

people. even mischievous children: badness comes only with little demons. 

While the.re a.re nume.rous ways t.o reduce dissonance, as weH as an instinctual 

desire to do so, there a.re also several obstacles in the way. Festinger lists four 

factors which could discourage behavior leading t.o dissonance reduction: (J) The 

change may be painful o.r involve Joss, (2) the present behavior may be otherwise 

satisfying, (3) it may be impossible Lo change some behavior, especially emotional 

reactions. and ("')to the extent that t.he element. is consonant with a large .number of 

other elements. and to the e1tent that changing it would replace these consonances 

by dissonances, the element wi11 be .resistant. Lo change.JO 

9llid. .. 19-23. 
10.lhlll .. 25-27. 
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Of course, avoiding dissonance is even more desirable than reducing it. Festinger 

hypothesizes that a person would npose him/herself to new sources of information 

which s/he expected would increase consonance but would certainly avoid sources 

which would increase dissonance. Past e1perience may lead some to fear, and 

therefore to avoid. the initial occurrence of dissonance. I' here this is true, one 

might npect circumspect behavior with regard to new information even when little 

or no dissonance is present to start with . In addition. a fear of dissonance may also 

Jead to a reJuctance to commit oneself behaviorally.I I 

Having outlined the broad underJying principJes of dissonance theory, Festinger 

goes on to describe the theoretical consequences of ma.king decisions . As stated 

above. dissonance can be seen as a practicaHy inevitable consequence of making a 

decision. Rejecting something at least partiaJly attractive thus requires some degree 

of "restructuring" or "revaluation" of the aJternatives involved in the decision. An 

effective way of doing this is to change one's cognitions ab<Jut the alternatives to 

increase the relative attracUveness of the chosen alternative and to decrease the 

relative attractiveness of the unchosen alternative. In common terms. this is known 

as rationalization. If we come to believe something is true, we persuade ourselves to 

believe that it is also desirable. RationaJization has been proven to occur 

eiperimentaJJy: The pressure to decrease dissonance following a decision was 

reflected in an increase in the attractiveness of the chosen object and a decrease in 

lhe attractiveness of the rejected object.12 This implies that if one vere to make the 

decision again. the second decision would be easier, as the two alternatives would be 

more different in attractivess than they had been originaJly . Likewise. if for some 

reason a person had to try to reverse a decision at this point, it should be very 

11.lh.i.d.. .. 30. 
12See]. Brehm. "Post-decision Changes in the Desirability <Jf Alternatives." Journal 
of Abnormal and Social Psvchology. 59 Cl9S3) : 205-2H and M. Deutsch and N 
Rosenau. "Dissonance or Defensiveness?" Journal of PersonaJity, 30 ( 1962) : 16-28. 
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difficult. even if the initial decision had been very close. Another method of 

reducing post-decision dissonance is by establishing "cognitive overlap." This 

means ta.ting elements corresponding kl each oft.he alternatives and putting t.hem 

in a conteit where they lead to t.he same end result. A child choosing between a 

movie and t.he circus can put both into t.he category of "enterta.inment." 

As would be e:ipected. the magnitude of post-decision dissonance has been 

hypothesized to depend upon the importance of the decision. the relative 

attractiveness of the unchosen alternative to t.he chosen one. and the similarity 

between the alternatives. It has aJso been hypothesized, and supported by 

experimental evidence, that once a decision has been made. an individual will 

attempt to actively avoid potentia!Jy dissonant information .13 Festinger summarized 

the e1perimentaJ data concern in a the consequences of decisions: 

C 1) Following a decision there is active see.king out of information which 
produces cognition consonant with the action ta.ken. 

(2) Following a decision there is an increase in the confidence in the 
decision or an increase in the discrepancy in attractiveness between the 
aJternatives involved in the choice or both. Each reflects successful reduction of 
dissonance. ' 

(3) The successful reduction of post-decision dissonance is fu ther shown in 
the difficulty of reversing a decision once it is made and in the implication which 
changed cognition bas for future relevant action. 

('4) The effects Hsted above vary directly with the magnitude of dissonance 
created by the decision. Ii 

In 1962. Brehm and Cohen extended Festinger's theory to account for the effect of 

volition on the magnitude of dissonance. The greater the volition (that is, the 

perceived control of and responsibiHty for one's choice). the greater the dissonance . 

13Ehrlich . Guuman. Schoenbacb and Mills. "Post-decision E1posu.re to Relevant 
information." cited in Feslinger, Dissonance , 50-52. 
11Festinger, Dissonance. 83. 
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If past volition. for example, could have easily prevented unpleasant consequences 

then dissonance would be created.15 

Fest.inger's theory a.lso includes some hypotheses which relate to e1:posure to 

potentiaJJy djssonance-producjng information and social influences. Regarding 

interaction wjth other people. festinger theorizes. "To the ei:tent that others wjth 

'1hom one interacts do not share one's opinion, these others a.re a potential source of 

disssonance." And, as noted above, "A person .rarely controls his envfronment 

sufficiently, or is even able to predict it sufficiently, to protect himself from 

dissonance-producing cognition ."16 One study found that their experimental 

subjects pref erred not to face the implications of ideas opposed lo their own so they 

would not be forced either lo defend themselves or to admit error.17 

While people will actively avoid those with opinions contrary to their own 1n 

order lo preserve cognitive consistency, they will also seek out social support: 

The social group is at once a major source of cognitive dissonance 
for the individual and a major veh icle for eliminating and 
reducing the dissonance which may eiist in him .... one of the 
most effective ways of eliminating dissonance is to discard one set 
of cognitive elements in favor of another, something which can 
sometimes only be accomplished if one can find others who agree 
with the cognitions one wishes lo retain and maintain .18 

This means that qreement with other people reduces dissonance and 

disagreement with others increases dissonance. Festinger postulates, "The existence 

of disagreement among members of a group on some issue or some opinion, if 

perceived by the members. certainly produces cognitive dissonance. . . . The 

cognitive elements corresponding to some opinion the person holds would be 

l5j. Brehm and A. Cohen. "Explorations in Cognitive Dissonance," cited in C. Insko, 
theories of Attitude Chance <New York. 1962). 20"-205. 
16 festinger , Dj"'1nan ce 133- 13". 
17Cooper and Jahoda, "The Evasion of Propaganda: How Prejudiced People Res9ond to 
Anti-prejudice Propaganda," cited in Festinger. Dissonance. 13:>. 
l8festi.nger. DissonaJ)ce. 177. 
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dissonant with knowing that another person holds a contrary opinion ... . Knowing 

someone holds the same position is consonant with holding that opinion oneself." 19 

Three variables aff eel the magnitude of social llifluence. The first is the 

relevance of the disagreeing person. or the group in which the disagreement is 

voiced. The more relevant. the more dissonance is created by the ei;pression of the 

disagreement. The second is the attractiveness of the person voicing the 

disagreement of the group in which it is raised. The last factor is the e1tenl of the 

disagreement itself.20 

There are also three methods by which lo reduce the dissonance stemming from 

social disagreement: ( 1) Changing one's own opinion so that it corresponds more 

closely with one's knowledge of what others believe. (2) influencing those persons 

who disagree to change their opinion so that it more closely corresponds to one's 

own. Both of these choices represent an attempt lo move toward unity within the 

group. and have been proven experimentally to occur.21 The third possibility is to 

make the other person. who doesn 'l agree, in some manner not comparable lo 

oneself. This may be done either by attributing different characteristics. 

eiperiences or motives to the other. or by rejecting or denigrating the olher.22 

A situation sometimes arises in which 1roups commit themselves to a certain 

course of action. Al the time the action is taken most of the persons in the 1rou p 

have cognitions which are mainly consonant with the action. Future developments. 

occurring either independently or as a consequence of the action. may then 

produce new cognitions which are dissonant with t.he knowledge on the basis of 

l9Jbid .. 178-179. 
20u .. :..i 

.l.ll.l!il. .. 180-181. 
21 P. Blau. "Orientation ofCoHe1e Students toward International Relations." American 
Journal of Sociolon, 59 0953): 205-21-4. Blau showed that changes in opinion 
which occurred over a two-year period were largely in t..he direction of dissonance 
reduction. 
22Festinaer, Dissonance, 181-182. 
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which the action was taken and continues. If aJl or most of the group has the same 

dissonant response. social support for the attempted reduction of dissonance wjJJ be 

easily forthcoming. a.nd the belief may be retained. Common sense teJJs us that if 

everyone believes it. it must be true. Experimental evidence supports this; 

dissonance reduction does occur through attainment of social support.23 If. 

however. a person with dissonance is surrounded by persons who wiU not support 

his/her attempts at reducing dissonance, the dissonance may very Jite1y be 

increased to the point where the person discards the maverick belief. 

When Leon Festinger originated the theory of cognitive dissonance in 1957. he 

provided the point of departure for other theorists and researchers who 

subsequently offered alternative eiplanations on a number of issues. We wiJJ 

e1amine some of these here . 

Rosenberg and Abelson have added to festinger's theory with their wort on 

balance and imbalance (their terminology for consonance and dissonance). Thefr 

theory belongs to the consistency genre; it states that once a person discovers an 

inconsistency in his/her "conceptual arena" [thinking) there wiJJ be some attempt 

ta correct the imbalance. Such resolution may be accomplished in one of three 

ways: 

( l) a change in one or more of the elements. 

(2) redefinition or differentiation of one or more of the elements, and 

(3) ignoring the inconsistency. 

The authors cite the ei:amp1e of a student at not-then co-ed Yale. This hypothetical 

student was in favor of having women on campus. wanted good grades. and believed 

that women at school would interfere with his getting good grades. These three 

elements are not balanced. To correct the problem. he could 

23J.!tid. .. 211-212. Raw data provided by Dr. WiJJiam McGuire to Festinger. 
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(l) change one of the elements 

a) oppose women on campus 
b) not care about good grades 
c) not see a correlation between women on campus and worse grades. 

(2) redefine "C" asa "good grade." 

(3) not think about it. 

laboratory data supported their hypotheses.24 E:lperimental subjects displayed 

evidence of attempting to restore balance by the use of these mechanisms. 

Abelson proposed another conception of imbalance resolution. Resolution may 

occur by means of one of four methods. or modes. a.Jong a hierarchy from 

cognitively easy to difficult. simple to more complei:. The first mode is denial. or 

alteration of one or more cognitive relations. This corresponds to both ( l) and (3) in 

the Rosenberg and Abelson conceptualization. The Yale student who refuses to 

believe that having women on campus would interfere with good grades is also 

denying there is a problem. The ne1t method is bolstering. or adducing additional 

consistent relations with one or the other of the inconsistent cognitive units. This 

"drowns out" the inconsistency. The student could decide. for e1ample. that a 

briUiant woman biology major could come in bandy around finals. Abelson points 

out that this is the type of mechanism referred to by Festinger in which a person 

tries to build up consonant elements to outnumber dissonant ones. Abelson 's third 

mode is differentiation, as in the scheme he outlined with Rosenberg . Here a student 

redefines "getting good grades" to mean both "getting C's" and "getting A's''. 

Transcendence, the fourth and most comple1 method of imbalance resolution in this 

conception, is accomplished by relating both of the inconsistent cognitive units to a 

larger, over-arching concept or element: "For eiample, the inconsistency between 

science and religion may be transcended by reasoning that both science and 

24M. Rosenberg and R. Abelson. "An Analysis of Cognitive Balancing, "cited in C. 
Insko. Theories of Attitude Chanae .182-183. 
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religion are necessary in order to achieve a fuller Jjfe or deeper understanding of 

lhe universe."2.5 Transcendence is a tind of reverse differentiation. in that it sees 

lhe two disparate beliefs as part of a larger--transcendent--unity. 

Also .noteworthy is Rosenberg and Abelson's affective-cosnitive consistency 

lheory which rests on the supposition that affect toward an object is interconnected 

with cognitions or beliefs about that object. Thus. a chanse in the affective 

component of the attitude structure should result in a change in the cognitive 

component and vice versa. This is consistent with the theory (of Festinger and 

others) that attitude may follow behavior. For example, if a doctor changed her 

attitude toward socialized medicine from negative to positive she would also be 

focJined to change her previously-held belief that socialized medicine leads to the 

debasement of medical standards. Rosenberg and Abelson's Attitudinal Homeostasis 

theory predicts that change occurs in the direction of consistency between affect 

and cognition. and may be summarized here briefly: 

( 1) When the affective and cognitive components of an attitude are mutually 
consistent the attitude is in a stable state . 

(2) 1'hen these components are mutually inconsistent, to a degree that 
e1ceeds the individual's "tolerance limit" for such inconsistency, the attitude is in an 
unstable stale. 

(3) In such an unstable state the attitude wHJ undergo reorganizing activity 
until one of three possible outcomes is achieved: 

a) rejection of the element which caused the original inconsistency. That 
is, restoration of the original stable and consistent attitude, 

b) "fragmentation" of the attitude through isolating the cognitve and 
affective elements,26 and 

25R. Abelson. "Modes of Resolution of Belief Dilemmas," cited in C. Jnsto, Theories of 
Attitude Chanee . 183. 
26It may be useful to conceive of both "fragmentaion" and •transcendence" as 
"compartment&Jization," by which an individual assigns different purposes to 
potentia1Jy dissonant beliefs. One may subscribe to one aspect of a thing without 
subscribing to another. 
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c) accommodation. or change of attitude. in order to stabiJize the cognitive 
and affective components 27 

As noted above, while we readily accept the notion that an attitude can cause a 

behavior. there is evidence that under certain conditions. one of lhe most effective 

'Ways to chan1e attitudes is to change behavior. In fact, as Daryl Bem has stated, 

·This may even be easier than lhe other way around .... Most people a1ree that the 

question. "Why do you eat brown bread?' can properly be answered with 'Because I 

like it.' I should lite lo convince you. however. that lhe question. 'W by do you lite 

brown bread?' frequently ought to be answered with 'Because I eat it.' ~28 

It has been shown nperimentaJJy that individuals induced to engage in behavior 

inconsistent with their beliefs or attitudes wilJ attempt to reduce dissonance by 

convincing themselves that they actually hold lhe beliefs inspired by their 

behavior. In one study, the less students were paid to write essays promoting ideas 

they did not previously support. the more they ultimately came lo believe what they 

had written. It appears that higher payment gave the students a legitimate reason to 

write an essay that was contrary to their belief. In contrast, students paid smaller 

sums needed another reason for nplaining their behavior.29 Similarly, Lieberman 

produced non-laboratory evidence indicating than a change in behavior may cause 

a cha.n1e in belief. Factory workers' beliefs and attitudes changed markedly upon 

promotion. Furthermore, different attitudes developed depending on whether they 

Yere elected lo union steward or foreman positions.30 

The effect of social influence on attitude and attitude change cannot be 

underestimated. Many researchers have observed that beliefs and values change in 

27Rosenberg and Abelson, "An Analysis of Cognitive Balancing," 177-178. 
23Daryl Bem. Beliefs. Altitudes and Human Affairs (Belmont, California, 1970). 5.of. 
291JUd. .. 58. 
30s. Lieberman ... The Effects of Changes in Roles on the Attitudes of Role Occupants," 
cited in Bem, Beliefs, 66. 
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the "sociaHy desirable" direction.31 Daryl Bem (a seJf-p.rodaimed product of a 

Reform Je-.ish household) calls it "bubbapsychoJogy." That is, "just as you.r bubba 

always said: The major influence on people is people."32 The reward of social 

approval is a most poverfuJ facto.r on behavior. especiaUy that of the leaders of 

one's reference group. Ao individual's reference group provides one with the 

1lasses through "Which one loots at the world. Thus. any group to which an 

individual refers for comparing. judging, and deciding upon opinions and behaviors 

may be said to be one's reference group. Kelley a.nd Woodruff shoved that if an 

individual's reference g.roup changed its mind, the individual vas likely to foHow 

suit.33 

The credibility of the individual or group is a critical factor in influencing 

behavior and attitude. It is dear that there wiU be more opinion change in the 

desired direction if the communicator has high credibility than if s/he has low 

credibility. CredibiJity is a function of perceived expertise and trustworthiness. 

according to Robert Abelson .34 Another team of investigators postulate: 

Since prestigious individuals may be seen as indicators of the social 
climate. condusions advocated by these individuals may arouse the 
expectation of reioforcin1 social approval and thus produce 
acceptance or agreement.3.5 

This conclusion is based on research Jite that indicating that a communication 

represented as coming from a high credibility source is more persuasive than the 

31For example, M. Rokeach, Beliefs. Attitudes and Values. cited in Bem. Beliefs 26-27. 
32Bem, Beliefs. n . 
33H.KeUey and C. Woodruff, "Members' Reactions to Apparent Group Approval of a 
Couoternorm Communication," journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology. 5Z 
(1~) . 67-74. 
3iR. Abelson, "Modes of Resolution of Belief Dilemmas," cited in P. Zimbardo and E. 
Ebbesen, Influencing Attitudes and Changing Behavior (Stanford. 1970J , 20. 
35c. Hovland, I. Janis. and H. Kettey, Communicatiop and Persuasion. cited in C. 
lnsto , Theories of Attitude Change, 14. 
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same communication represented as coming from a low credibility source.36 One 

may inquire about lhe nature of the causal relationship between prestige and being 

an indicator of the social climate. Which comes first? Do the prestigious define the 

social climate, or does the social climate determine who is prestigious? W bile we 

may not know the answer, the uistence of this variable has important implications 

for our study. 

Having thus surveyed a portion of the vast literature on the subject of attitude 

change and social influence we may now proceed to apply some of the theories and 

research data to our observations of the Reform movement. The fundamental 

assumptions of cognitive consistency theory. especiaUy diSS<>nance and social 

influence theories. may help explain developments in both early and later Reform. 

But it is essential to state that. however compelling. our analysis is purely 

theoretical By noting attitude changes and then applying psychological theories to 

eiplain them after the fact. we are departing from standard scientific procedure 

which typicalJy states a hypothesis and then tests it. ConcJusive proof of our 

arguments may come only with e1pe.rimental tests of the hypotheses. 

Un )Consistency and RiluaJ Mitzvot in the American Reform Movemaot 

The very essence of Reform as an alter.native lo traditional Judaism is 

inherently dissonance-producing. Judaism had .remained essentially unchanged for 

centuries before the emergence of Reform Judaism. Despite the minor nature of the 

first .reforms. the fact that the.re we.re .reforms at all was not at all minor. The first 

changes produced two groups of Jews, those who favored them and those who did 

not. This meant that Jews had to choose between the groups. Festinger tells us that 

any decision is Htely lo cause dissonance. He also states that the magnitude of 

3bc:. Hovland and I' . Weiss. ~The Influence of Source Credibility o~ Communication 
Effectiveness," cited in C. lnsto. Theories of Attitude CbanH. <f<f . 

142 



dissonance production depends on the importance of the issue. Surely, a person's 

Jewish identity was of great importance at the time of the first reforms. We ma.te 

this assumption based on the fact that more Jews chose to reform rather than to 

abandon Judaism altogether. The first reforms were. in fact, aimed at preserving 

rather than destroying Judaism in the modern world. Had Judaism not been 

important to Reform Jews, they would have totaJly rejected it. Jn psychological 

terms, Judaism served as a critical "reference group" for Jews, one they were 

reluctant to Jose . But the establishment of a movement of Reform Jews created a 

second reference group. Dissonance was unavoidable: Jews were faced with the 

decision of choosing between ideologies and reference groups. 

The existence of more than one type of Judaism led to Lhe inevHable question of 

which was "authentic." The debates over "authenticity" strongly indicate 

dissonance Dffferent Jewish groups have felt the need to justffy their own 

nistence. They have done this in various ways. but the critical point is that for 

each group there is a struule to convince both themselves and others that they are 

right. 

In their defense. the Orthodo1 have rightfully claimed authenticity based on 

consistency throughout history; Orthodo1 practice in the late nineteenth century 

was essentially identical to that of the fifteenth century. On the other hand. Reform 

Judaism (also rightfulJy) claimed authenticity based on history by simply pofoting 

to a different reality . for. while it is true that some things remained the same 

within Judaism, it is also true that other things changed substantiaHy. Reform 

thinkers have stated that Judaism has never been static. Rather. it made substantial 

changes throughout history in order to survive. Early Reformers often pointed to 

ancient eiamples of "Reformers" like the Pharisees. The evolutionary nature of 

Judaism. with its deep roots in history, was a frequent pro-Reform argument. We 

recaH that the credibility hypothesis of Hovland and his associates predicts that 
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there will be more opinion change in the desired direction when the communicator 

has high rat.her than low credibility. It is therefore desirable to find ei:amples of 

Reform as far back in history as possible, because antiquity is an e:1ceHent indicator 

of authority People wiJl oftentimes attach credibility with age. We will return to 

the credibility issue as it applies specifically lo changing attitudes toward mitzvah. 

Festinger's theory postulates that the rejection of one alternative with some 

favorable characteristics (which we may assume to be the case with respect to 

traditional Judaism for the early Reformers). leads to the restructuring or 

revaluation of the alternatives involved in the decision. This is often accomplished 

by attempts to decrease the attractiveness of the unchosen alternative and bolster 

lhe attractiveness of the chosen object. It is here again that the factor of reference 

groups reappears. Being both "Jew" and "American" created conflict and 

dissonance. The Orthodo1 resolved the problem by being as Jewish as possible, 

rejecting much of western culture. Reform Jews chose the other path. In the 

Classical period of Reform Judaism. the most important reference group for Reform 

Jews was "American," although "Jew" as reference was not rejected totaJJy. as noted 

above . Thus. the Classical Reformers eliminated as many differences between the 

reference groups "Jew" and "American" as possible. Kaufmann Kohler 's opposition 

lo "Orientalism" may thus be understood in terms of dissonance reduction. Old 

<Eastern) vie"Ws were inferior to new (Western) ones. Much of the attractiveness of 

Reform was in its newness. and in its similarity to standard "American" religion 

("church" deco.rum. caJling rabbis "minister," organ music, mized seating. even 

Sunday services for some) 

We may also e:1plain the early Reform movement's acceptance of the binding 

quality of ethical mitzvot. and comcomitant virtual rejection of ritual mitzvot. 

within the contnt of social-psychological theory. Early Reformers reduced 

dissonance by differentiatin11 between the two types of mitzvot. W bile it is true that 
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tradjtion aJways maintained the essential nature of both rjtuaJ and ethical mitzvot, 

lhe majority of attention was directed toward the minutiae of .ritual practice. 

Scrupulous observance of detaiJ vas not compatible with modernity, especially with 

turn-of-the-century emphasis on the spiritual aspects of religion in the western 

world. The observance of ethical mitzvot became desirable for Jews tryin 8 to 

establish consistency between religion and environment. Their Jess conspicuous 

nature allowed Jews easier access into the American reference group. Isaac M. Wise 

once put it this way: "Whatever makes us ridiculous before the world as it now is, 

may safely be and should be abolished."37 

In contrast. later Reform thfo.king stressed the centrality of Jewishness and 

Judaism and a Jewish life. In essence. the movement called fo.r Reform Jews to claim 

"Jew" as their primary .reference group. (We will return to the question of why this 

change occurred.) Because one of the fundamental parts of (traditional) Judaism 

has always been ritual. the Reform movement moved toward the acceptance of 

ritual. The Centenary Perspective. in its paragraph on the obligations of religious 

practice. states. "Judaism emphasizes action rather than creed as the primary 

expression of a religious Jife .... Reform Judaism shares this emphasis . .. . "38 This 

statement clearly lints Reform with the rest of Judaism. which means the 

acceptance of a life of practice, not just ideology. Calls for a return to a Jewish 

lifestyle were ca11s for a return to Jewish ritual practice. That is. few equated 

enhanced Jewishness wjth enhanced ethical standards. Jewishness became equated 

with religious practice, not with ethical conduct based firmly on Jewish tradition. 

The following nample is significant due to its uniqueness. In the context of the 

debate between Mihaly and Plaut in 1975. Rabbi jact Stern cautioned against 

defining the Jewish way as only ritualistic. He stressed that ethics was aJso a part of 

37Heller. Wise . 'j'j9 . 
33Eugene .Borowitz, Reform Judaism Today. Boot Three, 1') . 
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Jewish living and should be included jn any program or formulation . Options for 

Jewish Jiving should not only be ritual options.39 

Ethical mitzvot also enjoyed the sanction of the highest possible authority--God. 

The early Reformers accepted the divine origin of the ethicaJ mitzvot. while 

declaring the ritual mitzvot to have been humanly created. The effect of the 

credibility factor is obvious here. Furthermore, leaders of the Reform movement, 

highly credible sources, advocated Reform principles. Orthodoxy lost its pl'estige, 

through the transference of primary reference group and the consequent 

perception by Reform Jews that Orthodoxy was "foreign," for example, mating 

Orthodo1 leaders less credible authorities for liberal Jews. 

The same principles may be applied to ei:plain the acceptance of ritual mitzvot (to 

whatever degree) by the majority of Reform Jews. Some of the most influential 

contemporary members of the CCAR (including W. Gunther Plaut who would become 

chair of the all-import.ant Committee on Reform Jewish Practice and eventuaHy 

Conference President, and Eugene Borowicz. respected HUC-JIR professor of 

theology) have spoken in favor of more traditional conceptions of mitzvab . The 

influence of these prestigious leaders cannot be underestimated, especialJy because 

they cited an even more authoritative advocate of their position. As we obset'Ved in 

previous chapters, several modern philosophies of mitzvab identified God as the 

metzaveh. It is also interesting, as weH as surprising, that at the one hundredth 

anniversary commemoration of the Pittsburgh Platform, several speakers described 

the halachic nature of the Pittsburgh Platform. It is clear from our previous 

discussion that the framers of that platform did not inU!nd to produce a halachic 

document. This "revisionist history" is instructive for it attempts lo show that 

39Jac.t Ster.n, Jr., "Re1igious Discipline and Liberal Judaism," CCARYB, 85 0975): 188. 
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I 
Reform never strayed far from tradition. after aJl.'40 The essay by Sigal. a 

Conservative rabbi. is important in terms of the credibHity argument. The approval 

of a more traditional scholar would be eipected to be very rewarding and 

consequently helpful in reducing dissonance associated with the early an ti­

ha.lachic statement of Reform Judaism. 

Thus far, we have documented the change of reference group aHegiances and 

pointed out some of the methods for coping with the dissonance brought about by 

chan11es in attitude, but we have heretofore by passed the most critical question of 

this discussion . Why did the Reform movement change its perspective on mitzv'&h? 

It is my contention that the attitudinal change observed in the American Reform 

movement with respect to ritual mitzvot may be attributed largely to attempted 

reduction of cognitive dissonance. 

W bile in reality ethics does not. or should not. e1ist solely in principle, people 

often conceive of it this way, perhaps due to its "invisible" nature. W bile it is hard 

to miss someone laying tefiHi.n, impeccable business ethics based on Jewish 

principles may go unnoticed (or at least unattributed to Jewish teachings) . This may 

contribute to the critical "authenticity" issue. Classical Reform lacked the practice 

of visible mitzvot. It is Ji.keJy that .non-Reform Jews felt conflict between their 

traditional beliefs and those that were more normative and modern . I.n an atteJDpt to 

reduce their ow.n dissonance they came to characterize Reform as "minimalist" (bad, 

inadequate, wrong) Judaism; "authentic" (good. proper, correct, and most 

importantly, their ow.n) Judaism. by contrast, was that which included rituals. 

Classical Reform Jews stressed the ethical as the essence of Judaism a.nd made ethical 

practice authentic . They were thus able to reduce dissonance with respect to the 

4oSee Samuel Karff. "The Theology of the Pittsburgh Platform." and PbHJip Si gal. 
"Halathic Reflections on the Pittsburgh Platform. " in Walter Jacob, ed .. lli 
Cha,o_,ai.na World of Reform Judaism: The Pjttsbunh Platform i.n Retrospect 
(Pittsburgh, 1985). 
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positions of the other. more traditional, movements. Cont.rarity, when later Reform 

Jews accepted "Jew" as their primary reference group, they also conceptualized 

Classica.1 Reform as "minima.list." Moving toward a life of Jewish relisious practice 

has allowed the alleviation of dissonance in the modern period. 

It is here that we mention the name-calling that has consistently passed between 

the different Jewish religious movements. Kohler used the term "Orientalism." 

which was not meant complimentarily, to de-legitimize Orthodoxy. Orthodoi: 

thinkers, Alei:ander Kohut, for ei:ample. charged Reformers with the ruin of 

Judaism. It is interesting that Reform leaders also used emotionaJJy charged 

terminology to further their own cause in comparison with that of another 

Reformer. Thus. we hear the term "anarchy" used to describe religious freedom. and 

"Orthodoxy" (meant deprecatingly) to characterize the return to tradition . 

There are indications that Reform Jews always felt the need to ei:plain their 

beliefs . lronica11y, I suspect this is the case because of .numerous arguments 

stressing the need to overcome the feeling of needing to apologize . In 1910 C.CAR 

president Mu HeJJer stressed. "Nor need we apologize. at this late day, for the 

existence of Reform Judaism. '"'11 Seventy years Jater Eugene Lipman spelled out the 

problem: 

Some of us Reform Jews ask our questions because we are 
uncertain about our authenticity: many of us some of the time. 
some of us most of the time .. .. We are and have been subject to 
such a barrage of accusations of inauthenticity, from within as 
well as from without, that we wonder about ourselves. So we are 
aggressively defensive at times. we are haltingly rationalistic at 
times. we are plain uncomfortable at times. 1t is hard for us to be 
clear and confident about ourselves as a movement.'42 

It is clear that Reform Jews have been plagued by feelings of inauthenticity . 

Orthodo1 claims of authenticity contradict Reform seJf-9erceptio.os of legitimacy 

41 M11 Heller, "President's Message," CCARYB. 20 (l9JO) : 160. 
°'4

2Eugene Lipman. "Change and Authenticity," C.CARYB, 92 (1982) : 21-22. 
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and thereby create djssonance. Acceptance of mjtzvah provided Reform Jewjsh 

entry into "authentjc" Judaism. 

There are numerous references by contemporary Reform Jews advocating a 

return to mitzvah for the sake of ".k'lal Yisrael." The term refers to the colJective 

body of aH Jews. from ultra-OrthodoI to secular. but js often misunderstood. Many 

use the term as if it meant traditional Judaism. meaning that something satisfies the 

requirements of t.'lal Yisrael when jn reality jt satisfies the demands of Orthodoxy. 

Thus. jt was argued that an acceptance of mitzvah would mean great.er acceptance by 

.k'lal Yisrael. This js, of course. an incorrect notion, for surely Jewish secularists are 

not at aJJ concerned with ritual mitzvot. Nevertheless. it vas argued that Reform 

should move toward more traditional. more "valid" Judaism. In 1983 Herman 

Schaalman. in noting that the Columbus Platform had brought the Reform 

movement toward total acceptance of the corporate, collective nature of Jewish lifo, 

Jinked "valid" Judaism wjth the "L!!!:" 

We have recovered our link to the totality of Israel. the .k 'Ial. 
beyond any effectjve challenge from within or wjthout.. . . . We are 
Israel by our intention and by the testimony of our Jives lived by 
legitimating principles and practices derived from our carefully 
considered con ceptfon of Jewish values. beliefs and practices <t3 

We recognize that Schaalman jntended to connect Reform wjth more traditional 

forms of Judaism. despite his misuse of the term "t 'lat: The important point is that 

this association provides a larger reference group for Reform Jevs. No longer must 

Reform Jews feel totally jsolated from all other Jews. Sodal influence theory 

stresses the rewarding effect of the social support of a large group: the more people 

who agree vith you. the more right you are. 

13Herman Schaalman, "Assessing the State and Direction of our Movement," 
presented at the Ninety-Third Annual Meeting of the CCAR. held in New York. June 
28-July l, 1982, pp. 3-.of. 
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We observed above that early Reform tried to authenticate itself by notjn1 the 

evolutionary nature of Judaism throughout its history. Likewise, modern Reformers 

used the ancient and onsoing affinity of Judaism for ritual to prove its Jesitimacy 

for Reform acceptance. The notion gained credibility because of its antiquity. 

We must return briefly to the issue of ethical "versus " ritual mitzvot in the 

Reform movement. We have seen that while Judaism stressed the essential nature of 

both types. more emphasis was traditionally put on the ritual. Jn contrast. Reform 

favored the ethical. In 1975 Jack Stern touched on this issue with this remark: 

We need a sense of Reform Judaism with such mutual self-respect 
that we will no longer feel compeHed either to plead as beggars for 
admjssion into .K 'laJ YisraeJ. or to stand on the outside and be 
angry, for then we shall know that we are already part of K.:lal-­
that jum. as OrthodoI and Conservative preserved certain aspects of 
the tradition which deserve our serious attention. so have we 
revived and preserved our own aspects. such as the prophetic 
tradition of Ti Hun Ola.m. which deserves their serious attention :t<t 

Stern 's last comment about the positive contribution of Reform may be seen as an 

Hample of the ar1ument that "authentic" Judaism includes both the ethical and the 

ritual. He also implies that Reform Jews should be proud of the tradition of social 

conscience which is so integral to Reform. 

However, there are strons indications that this idea was never truly accepted by 

the movement. By way of eumple we note the publication of three guides to Reform 

religious practice and no such guide pertaining lo ethical mitzvot. despite numerous 

mentions of the desirability of one. Simeon Maslin's reference to the necesssity of 

publishing a suide to ethics "so as not to compromise the Reform emphasis on ethics 

over mitzvah,'"45 illustrates the tension surrounding this point effectively. Maslin 

spoke these words in 1982, after the CCAR's publication of A Shabbat Manual. and 

G~Mi~ and just prior to the appearance of Gates of the Seasons. a.II suides to 

'4'4jact J. Stern. Jr .. "Religious Discipline and Liberal Judasim.'' CCARYB. 8'.) 0975): 
190 
_.,~page '.)9 [chapter 21 
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ritual practice. Despite the HReform emphasis" on ethics. the ethical values found 

acknowledgment only tvice in these three official CCAR publications: Arthur 

Lelyveld's piece in Gates of Mitzvah and a brief mention in the foreword to Gates of 

1he Seasons. We recaJl the statement in Schaalman's theological essay in Gates of 

Mitzvab : "Why should ve do mitzvot? .. . All authentic Judaism until nov has so 

understood itself."16 The publication of the guides to ritual mitzvot alloved for 

movement tovard more traditional Jewish values and the consequent reduction of 

the dissonance . Ethics had apparently become a less burning concern . 

It is logical to assume that the "other side," that which did not favor a return to 

tradition. also e:s:hibits evidence of cognitive dissonance regarding the nature of 

Reform 's commitment to tradition and mitzvah. The theories suuest that it is 

helpful lo try to persuade others of the Hrightness" of one's arguments . With this is 

mind , we turn to Albert Goldstein 's reaction lo the word "adequate" in the following 

question . posed to respondents on the tenth anniversary of the Gates of Prayer: "Do 

you find the addition of previously omitted traditional features lite the Chatsi 

Kaddish . blessings prior to donning the talit and tefiJJin . etc .. adequate ?"' Goldstein 

pointed out that "adequate" assumed an attitude favoring the move toward tradition 

in Reform. He expressed his dismay over Reform developments: 

A recent CCAR publication regaled its readers with news of the 
fresh production and and enthusiastic peformance of a Reform 
service for tashlich. What next? Are there similar plans on some 
'creative· dtuaJist's drawing board? Say. a newly revised version 
of shlo1'n .kapores to be included in an offidal U.AHC-sponsored 
Guide for Reform leyish Practice? Or perhaps a colorful 
assortment of Bastin-illuminated imitation-parchment petition 
forms (vith appropriately placed blan..t spaces left for the pious 
petitioner to fiJJ jn with his requests. and addressed to any of a 
separately-supplied list of long-gone Jewish wort.hies) ideal for 
stuffing into a crevice between stones in the ~?17 

'46~Qra. pa,e 36 [chapter I J. 
47"Commuoications" regarding articJe "GOP: Ten Years Later," J2.urnal of Reform 
.IY.daism. 33 (Spring. 1986) : 85. 
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1P hile ve must be careful not to label every persuasive communication as an atte.mpt 

at dissonance reduction. it is entirely possible that there have been enou1h 

challenges to Goldstein 's opinion to have created dissonance in his mind re1ardin1 

mitzvah and tradition and a Classical Reform approach to Judaism. 

We .Postponed discussion of "halachah" and Reform Judaism until now for we did 

not possess the tools necessary for an adequate understanding of the issue. Solomon 

freehof and others wrote volume after volume of Reform responsa. a form of 

"halachic" literature. Freehof. even whiJe employing the trad1tional method of 

ihe'eloL and t.eshuvot. stressed the "guiding" rather than .. bindin1 .. nature of his 

•ort. Many have commented about the ambivalence inherent within Freeh of s 

methodology. In addition. the question of the appropriateness of any Reform 

halachab has been a frequently recurring one. It was noted above that while 

"mitzvah" has been incorporated into mainstream Reform theology, "halachahM h as 

not. Consistency theory may help us understand some of the issues surroundin g 

Reform and halachah . While "mitzvah" helps Reform Jews reduce dissonance by 

aJlowing Reform to be more consistent with other forms of Judaism. "haJachah" 1oes 

loo far. Halach ah is. for most Reform Jews, closely associated with Orthodo~y . 

Reform Jews. regardless of their commitment to tradition and mitzvot, a.re still 

adamantly not Orthodos. Reform would never accept traditional haJachah. and 

"Reform halachah " sounds to many like an oxymoron . Even a liberal haJachah is 

problematic . Reform has consistently avoided anything even remotely ecclesiastical 

or legislative, and halachah falls into this category. It is Htremely difficult to 

reconcile halachah with other Reform values; consistency is jeo9ardized. Freehofs 

own inconsistency may, in fact, be attributed to unresolved dissona.nce . Both his 

negative and postive attitudes toward the role of halachah in Reform are reflected in 

his responses. 
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This debate has occurred many times in the course of the movement's history. 

with no reaJ resoJution . The previousJy mentioned Mihaly-Plaut debate was 

primacily concerned with the question. "Is Reform Judaism onJy authentic Judaism 

when it mates demands?" Traditional Judaism answers in the affirmative; Reform 

has agonized over the question throughout its entire history. And, because of our 

.knowledge of consistency theocy, we may assume that this .nagging lack of 

resolution is uncomfortable . Dissonance reduction is dependent on the success of 

attempts at resolving the issue Those who have answered the question definitively 

(one way or the other) have been able to argue their opinion e1TectiveJy. 

TraditionaJ polemics are thus attractively compeJJing . But Reform presentations 

tend to be inconsistent in nature. suggesting that few have resolved the dissonance. 

It is inteJJectuaJly difficult to accept the theology of Wise. for example. who so 

carefuJJy distinguished between the revelation of the Decalogue and the rest of 

Jewish tradition . Borowitz's conception that God established a Covenant with jevs 

and has power over them may be problematic for those vith either a non-theistic 

God-concept or a metaphorical understanding of revelation . 

It is instructive, however. that religious leaders do not always wait for people to 

agree before asking them to engage in some sort of behavior. The Reform 

movement has also made use of the "act first-believe later" principle wit.h the 

suggestions in Gates of Mitzvah and Gates of tbe Seasons that individuals begin to 

practice in order to get an idea of whether they wiH find it meaningful. The authors 

suggest that the performance of one mitzvah viJJ lead to another. This suggests that 

they understand the psychological concept of the development of attitudes foJlowing 

from behavior. PhiJip Zimbardo and Ebbe B. Ebbeson have this to say about the 

persuasiveness of religious leaders: 

The reader might also find fruitful. in his search for techniques of 
attitude change, accounts of hov religious evangelists operate .... 
Most significant is their use of pubJic commitment--of coming 

153 

.... 



fo.nvard. taking a vow, mating an overt pJedge. or speatin~ ou~. 
fhey do not wait untH their audience beJieves before request1ng 1t 
to act, but rather wort on the now firmJy established psychological 
principle .. .. that beliefs change foUowing a commitment to 
behavior discrepant with the originaJ beliefs. J.n fact. in the Old 
Testament the rabbis (sic!! are enjofoed not to mate their 
parisbo.ners or converts believe in God before they are asted to 
pray, but to have them pray first so that beHef wHJ foJJow._.& 

Although Zimbardo and Ebbeson could use a lesson in "Old Testament.N they are right 

even though they are wrong . That is, traditionaJ Judaism does encourage the 

practice of rituals and the recitation of prayers even without accompany in 8 

intentionaJity Ckava.nah) Surely kavanah is desirable, but it is not .necessary. 

Ritual and prayer are necessary. The prayerbook of the Reform movement, Gates of 

Pravec.. on its first page, includes the teaching to which Zimbardo and Ebbeson 

refer: 'The rebbe of Tsan2 was asted by a Chasid: What does the Rabbi do before 

praying: 'I pray, was the reply, that I may be abJe to pray property .'" Likewise, 

freehof declared that once the practice is there. "a dott.rin~ wjlJ emer~e ."<f9 He also 

claimed: 

The foundation of Jewish r eJigious Jife is Jewish practice upon 
which are built habits of mind and attitudes to the universe .. . . We 
do not begin with theology, we arrive at theology.50 

Being a Reform Jew has always meant mating decisions. And. because the 

inconsistency of arbitrary choice is uncomfortable. some Reform Jews have tried an 

"all or nothing approach ." This tactic. while difficult. avoids any post-decision 

dissonance. for there are virtually no decisions. Thus. when early Reform Jews 

rejected belief fo a literal Sinait..ic Revelation. some felt the need l<l abandon nearly 

aJJ of Jewish tradition . To be consistent. one rejection Jed to another. Modern 

Reform is psychologically more challenging. For e11mple. the authors of Gates of 

48P. Zimbardo and E. Ebbeson. Influencin1 Attitudes and..Chaa.aio.1 Behavior 
(Reading, Mass .. 1970) . 12-13. 
19SoJomon B. Freehof, Con.temporary Reform Resoona (Cincinnati, 1974). 6. 
'Of reebof, Rdor.m Jewish Practice (Cincinnati. 1954). 4. 

154 



!h&....Sewns consider aH of Jewish tradition potentially acceptable. and place the 

burden of proof on those who will reject any particular practice. Because individual 

choice and responsibility are considered essential principles in modern Reform. th e 

demands on the individual to choose consistently are great. Not being successful at 

this would. according to the theory, produce dissonance . Dissonance would manifest 

itself in confusing statements. ~inconsistent• practice, and varying degrees of 

ambivaJence. We have noted aH of the above. 

Daryl Bem postulated that consistency is not the desired goal of the human being 

after all. and that inte11ectuals and scientists give consistency too much credit: 

the fact remains that at least 23'9 of the American people. unlike 
the intellectuals who ma.ke up consistency theories, pay little 
attention to issues, rarely worry about the consistency of their 
opinions. and spend little or no time thin.ting about the 
presuppositions and implications vhich distinguish one political 
orientation from another . .51 

Bem therefore argues for the development of a theory stressing the desirabi1ity of 

inconsistency in thought. Although he offers no such theory, we may vonder if 

Bem is not right. Why do Reform jevs often opt for discomfort vhen there is 

another choice? Perhaps for them as liberals there is no other choice: Kasheh 

lihyot Jiberali--it is difficult to be a Liberal jev. 

3 I Daryl Bem. Beliefs. 38. 
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FINAL REMARKS 

Setting aside theological prindpJes and psychological hypotheses for the 

moment, we may consider the common sense value of moderation . In a world of 

eitremes. the middle ground is oft.en the most desirable. the "safest." most 

comfortable place 1.£1 be And lllday's religious world is indeed an arena of ntreme 

posjt..ions. The world appears 1.£1 have repea.Uldly eiperjenced swings in wh1ch 

religion was more and Jess important. The ancient world revolved around relision. 

as did the Middle Ages. Modern thought and industrialization coupled to Jessen the 

role of religion The 1%0's saw perhaps the great.est swing away from religion in 

modern times. with "God is dead" theology and a large-scale rejection of 

industrialized religion The ascendency of the Ayotollah IChomeni to a position of 

power in Iran in the late 1970's signaled that the pendulum bad swung bac.k 

Religion is again a dominant force in the world, but with a new flavor . The 

Ayotollah Khomeni is not just a religious leader, he is a fundamentalist Moslem Our 

previous United States president was a "born-again Christian " Orthodo:1 Judaism . 

too. has en _ioyed a resurgence wJth an increase in the number of baalei teshuvah. It 

is clear that the Reform Judaism of lllday is significantly more Lraditional than the 

Classical Reform of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries It is also 

true . however, that against the backdrop of late nfoeteenth century religion and 

contemporary fundamentalism . Reform Judaism represents a moderate position 

In the final analysis. much of the struggle of the Reform movement throughout 

its existence seems to be one of striving towards moderation Reform hiu 

consistently looked for balance. Much of the tension in the movement has stemmed 

from a desire to feel and 1.£1 appear "authentic" and "legitimate" within Judaism. a.~ 

well as in the larger community in which Reform Jews found themselves . Classical 

and contemporary Reform Judaism may have emphasized one community over th e 
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other. but American Reform Jews have always wanted to be both "real Jews" and 

"real Americans " 

Reform Lheology has also remained moderate. Interpretations which strayed too 

far , or broke completely from traditional understandings were either never widely 

accepted. or they quickly disappeared The ideas of Alvin Reines and Roland 

Gittelsohn may be intellectually challenging. but they were never incorporated into 

the mainstream of Reform theology . On the contrary. a theology which stressed 

some sort of interaction with God has prevailed throughout. 

Jn addition . while Reform Judaism always theoretica1Jy acknowledged 

commitment to both ethical and ritual practices. in reality one usually prevailed 

Classical Reform favored Lhe ethical. Modern Reform has thus far directed much 

more energy toward Lhe ritual There are indications today that the trend is toward a 

balance of ritual and ethical mitzvot in Reform Jewish life. Our already published 

guides and platforms stress an integrated Jewish life of religious practice. but the 

CCAR promises a guide on ethical mitzvot in the near future . 

Jn 1987 UAHC President Alexander Schindler stated that "the present-day plague 

of ethical nihilism has scarcely passed us by" I Schindler remarked. 

I have never felt compelJed to touch upon this matter in Lhe course 
of my fifteen years as your President My longiloquent Biennial 
messages have sounded many themes. but never this. Yet the 
ethical crisis of our time , the pervasive breakdown of accepted 
norms of conduct. has jarred me to the realization that we need 
something more than a task force on Jiwrgical music. or an 
outreach program for intermarried couples. or even a heightened 
sense of S.habbat, that before we can properly speak of "going 
forth" and "reaching out. " we had best undergo a refresher course 
in the alef- beil of Jewish morality and ethics.2 

1 Alexander Schindler. "Presidential Address." presented al the Fifty-Ninlh General 
Assembly of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, held in Chicago, October 
29-November 3. 1987. p . 3. 
2~. 
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Schindler thus called for serious efforts by Lhe pertinent Reform committees and 

commissions tCl ensure that Jewish morality is transmitted effectively to Reform 

Jews 

The Reform debate over authority has also found a middle position. The principle 

of "a.uthority by consent" seems to have prevailed. The wordi.o.s of the 1987 

resolution o.o. religious commitment adopted by Lhe General Assembly of the UAHC 

illustrates this concept as it caJJs upon "our entire religious community to perceive 

and embrace Judaism as a way of life and as an approach to the world 'that makes 

demands upon its adherents ."'3 Reform Jews are asked to accept the authority of 

Judaism as they interpret it. 

Reform teaching stresses our personal involvement with our choices We are 

presented with an array of theological and practical conceptions from which to 

choose. and we are free to determine for ourselves what wi11 be meaningful We may 

also elect tCl include our own creative responses Contemporary Reform has 

achieved a middle ground in which liberal theology co-e1ists with, indeed demands 

a Jewish life enhanced by religious practice together with fulfillment of ethical 

mandates 

3ResoJutions Adopted by the fifty-Ninth General Assembly of the UAHC. (1987), p 24' 
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